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    A SENIOR DISCOUNT ON DEATH, by Nora Charles


    Well, she’d earned every wrinkle, Kate Kennedy decided, applying SPF-40 sunblock to her cheeks a half century too late. The damage done decades ago, during those carefree summers at Rockaway, another beach on the Atlantic Ocean, back when everyone believed direct exposure to morning sunshine was good for all God’s creatures.


    Swiping her greasy fingers with a Wipe & Dry—too fastidious even by her own standards—Kate returned to the Sun-Sentinel’s article about a Cuban drowning while trying to reach Florida. Such a handsome young man. So sad.


    “Do you think I’ll ever get my gusto back?” Marlene Friedman, in a plus size scarlet tankini, shifted her chair to catch the sun’s rays on her already tanned-to-toast shoulders. “My lust for life has been slipping away for months—you must have noticed—now it’s gone with the wind.”


    Kate smiled, noting Marlene had used two movie titles to describe her loss. They’d spent most of their childhood Saturdays at double features.


    “As my best friend and former sister-in-law, you have a moral obligation to help me find it again.”


    Kate—convinced that more than a few of those lines on her face were the direct result of Marlene’s bright ideas—sighed, stalling, wanting to support and dissuade simultaneously. No easy trick.


    “Look, you haven’t lost your gusto, but even if you had, why would taking sailing lessons help get it back?” Kate’s stomach churned in the all-too-familiar Pepcid AC alert that Marlene’s schemes often generated.


    “Not lessons, Kate. Holiday USA has invited us to spend a day aboard a thirty-six foot motor/sailboat, and yes, we can take the wheel or hoist the jib, while deciding if we’d like to become one of its part-time sailors/owners.”


    “Sounds like a scam to me.” They sat in their striped beach chairs planted at the water’s edge, with warm surf washing over their feet. Kate arched her toes in pleasure and took a deep breath of the sharp, salt air. “Whoever heard of timeshares on a sailboat?”


    “Scam?” Marlene’s laughter certainly seemed as lusty as ever. “We’re former New Yorkers, too old and too smart to scam, right? All we have to do is listen to an hour-long Holiday USA timeshare presentation. In return, we get to cruise up the Intercoastal and out to the ocean, maybe do some deep sea fishing or sit back and sip a Cosmo. Who knows, an attractive man might be on deck.”


    Kate suppressed a giggle: Gusto gone, huh?


    “Come on, Kate. The voyage is limited to six passengers…”


    “Prospects. We won’t be guests on a private yacht, Marlene. You filled in the Holiday USA promotion form you found on the counter in the dry cleaners.”


    “Okay, prospects. But their sales office and pier are located on the beach side of the Intercoastal, so we can walk there. The ship sails at noon. And we get a free lunch onboard.”


    The free lunch closed the deal for Kate.


    * * * *


    They met at 11:30 in Ocean Vista’s ornate, bordering on gaudy, lobby. Marlene’s nautical attire reminded Kate of Carol Channing on Broadway in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. However, knowing they’d be sailing into the wind, she’d arranged her platinum hair in a sleek French twist.


    Kate wore boat shoes, khakis, and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up.


    She’d moved in to Ocean Vista nine months ago on the same day that her husband, Charlie, had dropped dead still clutching the pen he’d used to close on the condo. She missed Charlie and their decades of pillow talk about his cases as a NYPD Homicide Detective. And she missed her family up in New York, especially her granddaughters.


    South Florida’s relentless sunshine still depressed her, but with Marlene two floors below, and Charlie’s beloved Westie, Ballou, as her beach-walking companion, Kate had—ever so cautiously—begun to think of Palmetto Beach as home.


    In the February midday sun, as they walked the one long block north along A1A to Neptune Boulevard, Kate took time to both see and smell the flowers: a riot of fuchsia and purple hibiscus and jasmine so sweet its aroma embraced you like a lover.


    Senior citizens tended to arrive early. As they approached the Holiday USA berth on the Intercoastal pier, Kate spotted her shipmates queuing near a rope ladder at the aft of the boat.


    Good. That meant they wouldn’t be going into the office for a preliminary sales pitch. But why were so few prospects boarding a 36-foot boat?


    The white double-ender appeared sleek and yar. Kate had done some sailing off Shelter Island years ago and learned the lingo. While she could handle the wheel and, being the smallest onboard, had been hoisted up to the crow’s nest to adjust a line, she failed knot tying, and when she tried to work the sails, they’d flapped around her face.


    Still … she felt a sudden rush of excitement, a shiver of anticipation.


    “We can’t be this bloody low on gas. Where the hell did those landlubbers from Ohio motor out to last night?” A crusty old salt, in dirty shorts straining to cover his wide bottom and sporting a stained captain’s hat, shouted down from the bow, addressing another old guy—this one toned, tanned, and impeccably dressed in yachting white—on the dock.


    The walking/talking Ralph Lauren ad looked angry, but only for a fleeting moment, before he turned from the captain and flashed thirty thousand dollars worth of dazzlingly white, capped teeth at Kate and Marlene.


    “Good afternoon. According to the manifest, you must be Ms. Friedman and Mrs. Kennedy. I’m your Holiday USA host, Clive Weber. Welcome. Let me help you aboard the Shady Lady.”


    Weber spoke with a gushing Texas accent, his hand clamped on Kate’s shoulder. She squirmed free, her instant dislike accompanied by an odd feeling of unease.


    A handsome, silver-haired Latino stood off to the side, observing. He caught her eye, glanced at Weber, turned back to Kate, and nodded. Had he read her mind?


    A couple in matching baby blue jogging suits, whom Clive Weber introduced as the Daltons, were boarding, climbing the rope ladder with great difficulty: the captain pulling, the host pushing.


    “Señor Martinez, your wife isn’t with you?” Weber checked his manifest.


    “Regretfully, no.” Martinez smiled at Kate and Marlene. “Please call me Juan,” he said, then scampered up the ladder like a teenage athlete.


    Clive Weber’s unnecessary boost to her rear landed Kate on deck.


    Despite her girth, Marlene, a former Olympic swimmer, navigated the ladder with ease.


    And, moments later, they were motoring toward the Deerfield Beach Inlet where they would enter the Atlantic Ocean and raise the Shady Lady’s sails.


    It occurred to Kate that all seven onboard, the captain, the host, and the five passengers, were over sixty. Ship of Old Fools? Maybe.


    * * * *


    Kate, Marlene, and Connie Dalton, a chatty gal with apple cheeks and a sunny smile, helped Clive Weber serve an excellent catered lunch. Everyone ate, except Juan, who mostly smiled and nodded, and made easy small talk.


    Connie’s husband, Bob, as plump and pleasant as his wife, cleaned up, stuffing used paper plates in big garbage bags, while the ladies stowed the leftovers in the tiny fridge.


    The smell of coffee drifting up from the galley made Kate again wonder why she, a confirmed tea drinker, so loved coffee’s aroma, but not its taste.


    Captain Mike—Clive Weber hadn’t mentioned his surname—seemingly over his snit about the diminished fuel in his tank, was pointing out the mansions lining the Intercoastal, regaling his passengers with stories about their famous and infamous past owners.


    As Connie applauded, Kate’s feeling of unease surfaced again.


    When the Shady Lady reached the inlet, the captain veered north, and Clive Weber stood in the bow and started his sales pitch. “As Holiday USA’s ’specially selected guests,’ y’all are entitled to a senior discount. How about that, folks? All the joys of boat ownership, but none of the worries.” Weber, his drawl thick as oil, pointed to the matching jogging suits. “Now, Bob and Connie, here, might reserve the Shady Lady for Tuesday mornings from 8 to 12, then we’d scrub down the deck and you lovely ladies,” he gestured to Kate and Marlene, “would come aboard that afternoon from 1 to 4. While we’re sailing, just think about owning a piece of this beautiful boat.”


    No mention of what a timeshare might cost. That would come at the close. Kate bet Clive Weber was a great closer and that he’d once worked as a telemarketer. Since the FCC’s ban on unsolicited calls, many telemarketers had moved on to other unsavory sales positions. Boat timeshares would have been a natural segue.


    The captain steered into the eye of the wind and Clive Weber raised the jib.


    Kate settled back on the port cushions and, while the Shady Lady rode the waves with style and grace, watched the navy blue sea seeming to kiss the muted terra cotta horizon.


    She did not spot the gun until Juan Martinez pulled it out of his breast pocket and pointed it at Clive Weber. Certainly the .25 caliber pistol had not made even the slightest bulge in his white nylon windbreaker.


    “Please change course, immediately,” the soft-spoken Martinez ordered the captain in his slightly accented English. Then he pressed the pistol against Weber’s right temple. “Head southeast to Cuba.”


    Connie Dalton screamed. Clive, shaking, dropped the jib line and the sheet flapped wildly in the wind, knocking Bob Dalton to his knees. Kate glanced at Marlene who rose from the cushioned seat on the port side, poised to move. Kate shook her head, warning her former sister-in-law not to try anything foolish.


    “No one will be hurt if you do as I say.” Juan Martinez’s voice, icy polite and soft, scared Kate more than the pistol. “We’re going to pick up my cousins. Now change course, Captain, or I will shoot Mr. Weber.” Martinez kicked Bob Dalton. “Get up, Mr. Dalton, and grab the line before we list too far to starboard.”


    For a split second everyone seemed frozen in place.


    Kate watched in mounting horror, sensing the scene had been choreographed and she wasn’t one of the players. Ship of Fools. Hadn’t they all died? No … maybe that was The Flying Dutchman.


    The wind whipped up, bringing bigger waves, tossing the double-ender around in the rough sea. In typical Florida fashion, the weather suddenly had changed and they were in the middle of a wicked storm.


    The captain turned the wheel hard to the right. Bob Dalton rose to his feet and reached for, but missed, the jib’s line. The rain came, hammering the boat, and Marlene was flung across the deck. Crawling, Kate snatched the line, lowering the sail. Thank God they hadn’t raised the main.


    Out of nowhere, Connie Dalton charged forward, swinging a winch handle. A shot rang out. Though the handle had been aimed at Clive—had Connie gone crazy?—in the shifting, strong win, it slammed into Juan Martinez’s temple and he slid to the deck. Marlene, back on her feet, grabbed Martinez’s gun, then screamed as Clive Weber went overboard.


    Only then did Kate think it odd that none of them were wearing life jackets.


    “Go radio the Coast Guard, Connie,” Kate shouted over the wind. “Tell them we have a man overboard.”


    Captain Mike, struggling with the wheel, said, “The radio’s broken, Mrs. Kennedy.”


    “Use your cell phone, Marlene.”


    “I doubt Ms. Friedman will get through. We’re several miles out and the weather’s bad.” For a captain in danger of losing control of his boat, he sounded almost smug.


    What the hell was going on here?


    Marlene fumbled in her massive beach bag for the phone, finally finding it, only to realize the captain had been right. Not even a dial tone.


    “Damn.” She handed the gun to Kate, threw the phone on the deck seat, kicked off her shoes, and jumped over the starboard rail into the turbulent sea.


    Marlene’s ad-lib heroism gave the plot a new twist.


    Kate aimed the gun at Bob and Connie. If this entire voyage had been staged, they were part of the act.


    Juan sprawled on the deck, holding his bloody head.


    “Down the hatch.” Kate always wanted to use those words in some other context than trying to convince a toddler to eat. “You, too, Juan, get up.”


    The Daltons and a shaky Juan climbed down the ladder and she locked the cabin.


    Know your characters, Kate thought. The authors of this charade hadn’t been aware that Kate had practiced on the firing range with Charlie Kennedy for years. Nor had they known Marlene was a champion swimmer. Or that her big heart wouldn’t allow even slime like Clive Weber to drown without making an effort to save him.


    A few minutes passed in silence as the captain fought to keep the Shady Lady stable. An exhausted Marlene heaved herself over the railing. No Clive.


    With the gun to his head, and fighting the rough sea, Captain Mike steered the Shady Lady back to Palmetto Beach.


    “Look, dead ahead. There’s the lighthouse,” Marlene shouted. They entered the inlet, the rain stopped, the wind abated, and Kate reached the Coast Guard.


    * * * *


    “Even when you two aren’t playing Miss Marple, trouble just leaps into your laps, doesn’t it?” Palmetto Beach Homicide Detective Nick Carbone frowned.


    Carbone, less than a friend, yet more than a colleague in crime solving, and Kate had investigated (though he called her contribution “snooping”) a murder case a few months ago and formed a grudging respect for each other.


    Exactly twenty-four hours after Kate and Marlene had disembarked from the Shady Lady, they were sipping chocolate ice cream sods in Dinah’s, maybe the last coffee shop in America that allowed small, well-behaved pets to accompany their mistresses. Ballou sat happily at Detective Carbone’s feet. Humph. Nick must be sneaking the Westie whipped cream.


    “So, Detective, are you going to give us the scoop or what?” Marlene sipped her soda. “After all, we brought the bad guys in.”


    “Indeed you did.” Carbone looked over at Kate. “According to Mike Hastings—that’s the captain—the Shady Lady moonlighted several nights a month as a transport ship, smuggling Cubans into the United States. But Clive Weber got greedy, using the Lady to bring in drugs from Bimini. The captain, suspicious about the amount of fuel used when the boat supposedly was in port, spied on Clive. Then, together with his partners, Connie and Bob Dalton, the captain hired an actor, who did a little moonlighting himself as a hit man, to give the performance of his career.”


    “Killing Clive,” Kate said.


    “Was Clive dead in the water?’ Marlene asked. “Did you find his body?”


    “Yes. He washed up on Deerfield Beach an hour ago. A bullet in his brain.”


    Kate let out a sad, little gasp. Ballou nuzzled her ankle.


    “You two, as older women, were specifically chosen to be their audience, to bear witness to Clive’s murder by a crazed Cuban who, after having killed the Holiday USA host, would—as scripted—jump into the dingy and take off.”


    “Older women with gusto,” Marlene said.


    Nick Carbone smiled. “Right. And those characters never had a clue your improvisations would bring down their final curtain.”
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    MURDER ON THE ORIENT EXPRESS, by Art Taylor


    Caroline leaned weakly on Edward’s arm as they were herded along endless cement walkways and down another flight of stairs. Edward, standing tall to offer better support, had twice glimpsed the sparkling blue and gold train, but he worried that it was taking so long to reach it. After the champagne kir and the delightful bottle of Chateau de Gaudou on the Pullman carriage and the mysterious blush which they had been given in the reception area in Folkestone, the SeaCat’s turbulent crossing had been less than acceptable. Caroline had seemed to turn an even whiter shade of pale when the little English girl across the aisle had thrown up into a paper cup, and with the woman behind them, another American, quietly chanting that she was going to be sick, going to be sick, in perfect time with the rise and fall of the ship, Edward had himself felt ill—both nauseous and annoyed.


    The next turn in the hallway brought them to the end of the labyrinth and the beginning of two short lines. Edward chose the one on the right because at the rear of the left one stood the Boxer. At least that was how Edward had thought of him with his crew cut and his squat bulky build and his arrogant cockney accent. They had heard him earlier at Victoria Station, talking brashly to the woman with him, a blond frizzy-haired piece. Edward had heard the word “kissy-face” and the two of them had puckered their lips at each other in such a way that he was certain that her name was Felicia or Patsy or Krissy with a K. And he was certain now, looking at the man again, that the Boxer would not be a boxer at all but just a boxer’s sparring partner or perhaps merely an actor playing one, an extra who had a cartoon name like Brutus and only got to stand in the back and frown. They were at the head of the line then. The customs official gave a perfunctory glance at the passports—a courtesy which Edward attributed to the woman’s sympathy for everyone’s pallor—and they found themselves on the platform at last.


    “Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-Lits,” said Edward, stopping to read the shining gold letters in a fine French accent. “Des Grands Express Européens.” The sun was beginning to set over Boulogne and in the twilight, the train appeared exceptionally regal. Its gleaming white roof seemed recently polished and its deep blue sides shone even more brightly up close than in his glimpses before. White-gloved porters stood attentive near the ends of each car, ready to assist with a small bag or a lady’s boarding, and a bright red carpet stretched before them along the length of the platform. Edward pictured himself and Caroline as characters in a Fitzgerald novel—but only in the happier scenes—or perhaps a story by James. This was much better, he thought and said as much aloud.


    “Beautiful,” echoed Caroline, and Edward looked down to find her face still pale beneath her short blond hair, her eyes still closed. She hugged herself closer to him and scrunched up her tiny nose. “Can we find our cabin? I’d like to wash up.” She seemed so pitiful that he felt a softness fall over him and a desire to comfort her. He began immediately to move along the walkway.


    Though they were only going to Paris, he was pleased they had been given a cabin instead of a table in the dining car—the usual custom waived due to the availability of rooms—but as he followed the letters hung on temporary cardboard banners from the windows of each car, he wondered why they hadn’t used the four-digit numbers or the names which were already there, lettered in gold along the panels; he would much rather have been searching for “Carrozza-Letti” or even “3555” than looking for the prosaic “B.” His only other thought as he walked his new wife along the platform was his hope that she would open her eyes: the red carpet seemed to pass so swiftly beneath their feet.


    * * * *


    They had been married for less than a week and he had swept her a world away from the Church of the Good Shepherd and the reception at the Cardinal Club on what he hoped would be the trip of a lifetime. This was their first excursion to Europe together and he made sure their stay in London was an elegant one. They had taken a suite at the Berkshire and shopped at Marks and Spencer down the street and strolled through Harrods. They had eaten in the cozy intimacy of Veronica’s and, at the suggestion of the concierge, had taken in “Don’t Dress for Dinner” at the Duchess, though Edward would personally have preferred the revival of “An Inspector Calls.” They had been pressed for time before the show and had stopped at The American Grille—their only lapse from more local cuisine—because it was quick and Caroline had felt a sudden taste for a cheeseburger. Edward regretted eating his with his hands when Caroline told him that an English couple two tables away had snickered at them and eaten theirs with a fork and knife. Except for that and the fact that they had missed the exhibition of royal wedding gowns at Kensington Palace by fifteen minutes, Edward had taken their time in London as a personal success.


    But today was another matter: the centerpiece of their honeymoon, the highpoint of their trip. So far, it had gone only half and half, the channel crossing all but completely erasing the excitement of the Pullman earlier in the afternoon.


    In the cabin, Edward hung up their evening clothes and settled onto the seat with its brocade of light green and black while Caroline opened the washbasin cabinet to refresh herself. He pulled out their copy of Murder on the Orient Express—not the first printing, which a bookseller friend had tried in vain to find, but a small 1955 Crime Club edition still well-suited to their purpose; he didn’t want to forget to take it to dinner or to have the cabin steward sign it. A unique souvenir, he thought, and Caroline had been engrossed in reading it on the plane over. He placed it on the seat beside him. A packet of stationery and a trio of postcards lay on the mahogany table before him and he flipped through them while he waited.


    “Do you wish that we were going all the way to Venice?” he asked, looking over a postcard of Canaletto’s Regatta on the Grand Canal.


    “We’ve never been to Paris together.”


    “But if we could come back to Paris?” He was thinking of midnight in the bar car, breakfast in their cabin, the brochure of the Hotel Cipriani that the two of them had admired. “We could leave the curtains open when we went to bed tonight and gaze out at the Alps.”


    She turned and smiled, a little of the rosiness returning to her cheeks, a little of the sprite back in her blue eyes. “We would be sleeping on bunk beds,” she said and came over to hug him. “And there’s no shower. I couldn’t leave the cabin without a shower.”


    “Who says we would need to leave the cabin?” He smiled and winked. He was thinking of her trousseau and each of the evenings in London, pleasantly surprised by a side of her that he had never seen. He would have taken her again right there except for the steward just outside the door and the fact that someone else would be coming into the cabin in Paris. He worried that they would know.


    * * * *


    The train bucked from side to side as they made their way down the hallways toward the bar car. The continental train was speeding along much faster than the British train and Edward was afraid that the movement would upset Caroline’s system again. She held her hands up as she walked, bracing herself between the window and the wall, and when they reached the passways between cars, he stepped ahead to open the doors while she held on to the siderail.


    He moved up again when they reached the bar car and found himself looking at Brutus, the Boxer, through the small window, the vulgar man sitting with his leg stretched out in front of the door. Edward was so unnerved by the obstruction that he found himself fumbling to turn the handle properly.


    Brutus opened it for him. “Ey, mate,” he laughed. “Havin’ trouble with the door?” Felicia, sitting beside him, laughed as well and Edward felt himself blushing and unable to speak as he let Caroline step through before him. Boxer, he thought. Extra. The man had carried the word “door” out to what seemed like a full three syllables and didn’t even pull his feet in when they walked past. As Edward stepped over the ill-mannered legs, he felt a pat on his back and heard the cockney whisper: “Don’ worry, friend. Just havin’ a bit o’ fun.”


    Edward’s back stiffened but he didn’t comment. Instead, he continued to the bar, ordering a martini for himself and a small Coca-cola for his wife. Turning, he saw that another couple had joined Brutus and Felicia and the party seemed to take up the whole end of the car. Brutus had lit a cigar and was puffing big billows of smoke into the air, gesturing broadly, and bellowing like a hyena. Felicia leaned suggestively against his shoulder, breathing in his fumes and echoing his laugh. Edward thought for a moment how his position had been reversed; in novels, one always read about the genteel Englishman and the bellicose American. And yet, there they were.


    The four of them crossed paths again an hour later. Felicia and the Boxer were seated across the aisle from Edward and Caroline at dinner—the early seating for those passengers disembarking in Paris—and Edward wished once more that they were continuing to Venice so that some part of the journey might take place without the Boxer’s incivility.


    Edward had expected the evening to be the pinnacle of excellence, both in terms of the food and the atmosphere, and he and Caroline had changed for the meal: Edward into the tuxedo he had worn at their wedding while Caroline wore a lavender evening dress which she had chosen just for the occasion and a string of pearls which Edward had given her at their rehearsal dinner. She also carried a small black purse to hold the novel which they hoped the chef would sign; Edward, afraid that the book alone might be improper, had preferred they be discreet.


    Despite the recommendation of black tie for dinner, few of their fellow diners had gone to as much trouble as they had. The East Asian woman two tables down appeared elegant enough but her husband only dressed to the extent of a dark jacket and taupe pants, and a quartet of businessmen diagonal to them huddled in the charcoal suits they had worn in the afternoon. The Shrimptons, whom they had met on the Pullman that afternoon, were dressed in church attire further down the car; he worked with the Bank of England and it was their twenty-fifth anniversary, though they hardly seemed to Edward that much older. Felicia and Brutus were still wearing their casual clothes. The Boxer’s khaki pants were wrinkled and the tie he had added was a smidgen too wide. Felicia’s outfit was so tight and red that Edward thought it just short of tawdry, tolerable for the afternoon but entirely out of place as evening wear. The two of them had been seated at a table for four and were soon met by the couple who had joined them in the bar—a rough-looking pair as well. The four of them had continued to smoke and carry on.


    Edward tried his best to ignore them and was pleased that Caroline as well pretended to be unfazed by it all. Her color had come back and she had told Edward that she felt well enough to share another bottle of wine. He saw the steward—a large Italian—at the next table and glanced over the menu to help with his decision.


    It was a fixed menu—a mixed bag. Neither of them would touch the smoked eel appetizer but the steamed lobster and leeks with foie gras sounded delicious and the same was true of the entrée: a fillet of lamb in spiced wine and red currants, with sautéed potatoes and vegetables. The usual cheese would follow the meal and then a chestnut pancake and mignardises for dessert. The wine steward was stepping over to take their selection just as Edward turned to peruse the cartes de vins.


    “And then this namby-pamby-lookin’ Yank gent comes strollin’ along the way they do,” came the cockney voice quietly from the table across the aisle and Edward felt certain that the Boxer was talking about him. He closed his menu even as the steward was approaching. “Buona sera, signora, signor.”


    Over the next few minutes, Edward realized that his ears had somehow managed to hear the empty part of both conversations. His wife, upholding his opinion of her as a model of discernment, took it upon herself to ask the steward for his recommendation. But though he heard her tell him that she didn’t like anything too dry, he did not hear the name of the wine suggested. And though he heard the Boxer speaking of wanting to “mash” the namby-pamby “right there” and his companion’s question as to why he didn’t, Edward could discern no further evidence that he was the one being discussed. There had been a “laughing,” he knew, and “words passed” and the “namby-pamby” hadn’t stood his ground, but by the time they seemed to be moving to the crux of the story, he found himself listening to his wife as she gave her assent. “Grazie, signora,” said the wine steward and passed between Edward and the party across the aisle.


    “And all this happened right there on the street?”


    “Right there, not a stone’s throw from the Bow Bells, mark my words.”


    So they had not been talking about him, thought Edward, relieved, and added under his breath that Brutus the Boxer looked like one who might have thrown stones.


    “What?” asked his wife.


    “Oh, nothing,” said Edward. “Just talking to myself.” And he adjusted the napkin in his lap.


    The eel was brought then with a small dish of caviar, and the wine arrived almost immediately after, though the Italian broke the seal and removed the cork without Edward’s being able to see the label. He felt certain that he would be given the opportunity to examine the bottle and taste it before it was served, but the man poured the wine into Caroline’s glass instead. Flustered, Edward glanced quickly around at the other tables. The Asians were still examining the menu and the businessmen were engrossed in conversation, but he could almost feel the Boxer’s eyes cutting his way. He pretended to be looking at the lacquered ebony wall panels where painted yellow pelicans dove for fish. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Caroline taste the wine and nod her assent.


    It was a Bordeaux he saw, peeking under the linen once the bottle had been left in its cooler: Sauternes. He had always thought of it as a dessert wine and wondered at the waiter’s choice as he touched the glass to his lips. It looked gold and thick like olive oil; it tasted like honey.


    “Is it all right?” Across the table, his wife wrinkled her forehead.


    “Excellent,” he nodded, scanning the wine list again, guilty for not having paid the proper attention. He would undoubtedly have chosen the ’91 Pouilly-Fuissé, he thought, closing the menu, and cringed when he saw a bottle of it standing at the Boxer’s elbow, which rested on the table as if it belonged.


    The fish course appeared next, the red and white lobster centered in a creamy yellow sauce, with the leeks laid in a tick-tack-toe pattern across it and the pâté placed delicately to the side. He ordered a bottle of Pellegrino water from the waiter and sipped the honey again, watching the Boxer point his cigar at his dinner companion and imbibe his own wine with obvious pleasure. The waiter had served the four of them their lobster and Brutus continued to rail on as he ate. Edward could see the flesh of the lobster as the man chewed and talked, and as the meal wore on into the next course, Edward watched the lamb and the potatoes turn into a mash between his teeth. At one point, the Boxer’s mouth was so full as he spoke that a chunk of lamb flew from his mouth and landed on the table. “Woops,” he said, bringing his hand up in a puerile gesture of covering his mouth. Behind it, his lips were stretched into a schoolboy’s grin. Felicia popped his arm lightly with her fist.


    “What are you thinking about?” asked Caroline. “You’ve hardly said a word all dinner and you’ve barely touched your food.”


    Edward turned back to look at his wife and in a glance detected that she was as crestfallen as he was. Her eyes, fairly shining with disappointment, seemed to plead with him for something that he feared he couldn’t provide. “I had just wanted this evening to be perfect,” he said and knew that there was nothing to be gained by ordering another bottle of wine this late in the meal—that there were no other tables to move to and no possibility of asking Brutus to cease his ill manners.


    Caroline reached across and took his hand. “Everything’s fine.” Her touch was warm but he could hear her lack of conviction, and he wished again that they were continuing to Venice. Those fortunate passengers were already moving through the first dining car on their way to the second seating. They were all dressed in crisp tuxedos and evening gowns, and two Scotsmen had worn dinner jackets over bright formal kilts. Edward was certain that the dinner for the people continuing to Italy would be different and that the extra time aboard the train would give the journey time to redeem itself. But it was too late now to change their plans; someone had already claimed their cabin for the balance of the journey, and Edward and Caroline had months before made their own reservations at the Ambassador in Paris.


    “I had just planned,” he sighed again, “on everything being so perfect.”


    The chestnut pancake arrived then: a crepe-thin puff folded up like a flowerbud and drizzled with a light orange syrup. As the dessert was served, the chef entered the car in his dress whites and moved from table to table greeting the guests. Edward lacked the enthusiasm to ask his wife for the book but she was already handing it across.


    “Le diner, c’est merveilleux,” Edward told the chef with a good show of sincerity. He handed the book to him. “Votre signature, s’il vous plaît. Pour souvenir.”


    The man glanced at the title and smiled, his tall white hat bobbing with his nod.


    Pour souvenir. Le chef de cuisine, Ch. Bodiguel, Edward read after it was handed back and the chef had moved to the next table. He glanced over the other names from the afternoon: Alan, their waiter on the Pullman, who said he traveled to the States once a year for the Kentucky Derby; the Shrimptons, who had offered Best Wishes from 25 Years Ahead and signed their names David and Rosemary.


    He turned to the title page then, because he had heard Brutus call out “What’s ’at?” and wanted to wait for him to ask a second time. Even without looking, he could see in his mind the Boxer pointing his fork at the book, a grotesque image of smacking lips and teeth dripping with the pancake’s orange syrup. As he reread the title a fourth and then a fifth time, he entertained the thought that there would be a murder and Brutus the victim. When he asks me again, I’ll tell him that we call it a book, he thought and he overenunciated the word in his mind. And then if he’s insolent enough to ask the name, I’ll pass it across to Caroline without showing it and tell him it’s The Origin of Species and that he should be familiar with it. Edward was well into the copyright page when he thought that the sarcasm might be too subtle and then he realized that the dining car had gone quiet and slowly became aware that the Boxer had begun to choke.


    Suddenly everyone was standing, either moving toward the flailing man or stepping back in horror. Felicia was screaming and jumping up and down, her face twisted in shock, her arms flailing helplessly as her body shook in fear. The Boxer’s arms were spinning as well, striking the glasses from the table, thrashing at the people around him, on his right hand a single finger sticking out like it was pointing at something in the air.


    “Heimlich maneuver,” shouted Edward. “A doctor, a doctor.” The wine steward had already managed to wrap his arms around the Boxer, and he lifted the bulky man up in the air, jarring his body, pulling and pulling against his chest until finally, a lump of pancake flung itself forth from his mouth. But Edward could see from the Boxer’s color and his puffy face that help had come too late.


    * * * *


    Soon, they were back in their cabin. Caroline sat by the window, staring out at the lights which passed so slowly in the distance. Edward had opened the cabinet again and was washing his hands in the small porcelain basin. In the mirror, he caught sight of himself and noticed that his hair was going prematurely gray.


    Brutus was dead, and Edward, despite all of his attempts at rational thinking, had been unable to dismiss his sense of responsibility for the death. He could see it no other way, given the malice he had felt and the timing. The dead man had been choked in trying to wash down his pancake with the wine which Edward had envied so greatly—choked while trying to ask a question which Edward had pretended not to hear—and Edward felt sure that the Boxer’s pointing finger had been aiming for him. The Boxer’s real name, it turned out, was Henry Doppler and Felicia’s name was Margaret and they had just been married. She had still been in hysterics when Edward and Caroline left the car and no one had been able to learn any more than that.


    Edward could not help but feel guilty, and neither could he escape the thought, obviously secondary, that he had not only killed a man but in doing so, had ruined his and Caroline’s special evening completely. His selfishness in thinking this sent him into an even deeper state of guilt and he feared, for a moment, that he would be unable to find his way out. But they would be in Paris soon, he thought, pulling into the Gare de L’Est, taking the cab to the Opera Quarter, walking under the chandeliers of the Hotel Ambassador, and he felt a little strengthened by these images and hopeful that the darkness of the evening would disappear against the glitter of the city.


    “Do you think he was poisoned?” asked Caroline, and he realized the question carried the first words she had spoken since they had returned to their room.


    He wiped his hands and turned to look at her. Even from that distance, he could see the strange twinkle in her eye.


    “I don’t know why,” she went on. “I guess it was his looks, the shape of his head, and the way he acted, and my reading that book on the plane—but I had a notion from the first moment I saw him that he was a British gangster and that the woman with him was his moll. I thought that the other couple in the bar car were a part of his gang or the other man the leader of a friendly gang and that they were planning something together. And when he began to choke and point that finger like a gun, I was certain that it was a double-cross and that the other man had poisoned his food while he asked you about the book. Or maybe the chef was really with British Intelligence and had himself laced the dessert with arsenic before it ever came out. After all, didn’t you think it tasted more like almonds than chestnuts?”


    She stood up then and rushed quickly to hug him.


    “Oh, darling, I’m sorry he’s dead, but wouldn’t it have been romantic if we had gone on to Venice and the murder had happened in the Alps and the train had been stuck in the snow and the murderer still on board. And you could have solved it! Or we could have solved it together! Or we could have just stayed in our cabin until they interrogated us, caught up helplessly in the drama of it all.”


    She looked up at him then and he saw a thrill in her features that he had never seen before. She seemed transported by what had happened.


    “Can you believe it?” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes. “I even made names for them. He was called Guido and she was Delores.”


    It was at that moment that Edward felt released from the crime and forgiven of his guilt and, what was greater, believed himself a success once more. He didn’t know how he had done it, but he was suddenly glad that he had killed the young man. He felt more alive because of it, more gallant, more virile—so much so, in fact, that he felt sure he would have taken his new wife right then and there if the train hadn’t been pulling into the station, if the cabin steward hadn’t been just outside the door.
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    THE STOLEN VENUS, by Darrell Schweitzer


    (From the Previously Unpublished Correspondence of the Younger Pliny)


    1. Pliny to the Emperor Trajan


    You have asked me, Sir, to keep you informed of my progress through the province of Bithynia as I might write to a friend, rather than merely as an official might report to his emperor, and so I shall be, as requested, fulsome in the details.


    Having concluded our business in Heracleia Pontica, my party has turned inland, toward Claudiopolis, where there is much to occupy my attention: accounts in arrears and possible civil disturbances.


    Unfavorable winds prevent us from sailing up the local river (Sangarius), and so we proceed over rough roads by carriage. The heat oppresses us. My assistant, Servilius Pudens, became ill for a time, but my Greek physician, Arpocras, yet again proved himself invaluable.…


    * * * *


    2. Trajan to Pliny


    Your own well-being, my dear Pliny, and that of your party remain foremost in my thoughts. I am glad that the invaluable Arpocras has cured Pudens of his illness. You are wise to adapt your travel to local conditions. Report to me in detail what you find in Claudiopolis, as the disturbances there have the potential of creating a greater danger.


    * * * *


    3. Pliny to Trajan


    … It begins with two crows.


    I call them my two crows, from the way they squawk at one another. Servilius Pudens and Arpocras (whose name means “Crow” in Greek, I remind myself) remain the best of friends, despite their constant arguments about anything and everything. At times this even resembles genuine philosophical debate, and might occasionally produce a flash of wisdom, like a spark from an anvil.


    As we three lay back in our carriage, bumping over the hot, dusty roads, and the subject of current contention was whether or not each of us resembles, either in his name or person, some kind of animal. Indeed, Arpocras, the Crow, is a thin, beak-nosed man whose hair was once dark, while Pudens, so said the Greek in a jesting mood, more resembles a walrus, a fabulous, flabby beast reputed to inhabit northern seas; which is ridiculous, and maybe even insulting, as Pudens more resembles a somewhat over-fed but still quite formidable bull.


    I might have put a stop to this, but I dozed off instead, and when I awoke the conversation had somehow turned to theology.


    “Are you saying, then, Greek”—Pudens put a sneer into that word, which he would not have done if they were not friends—“that the forms of the gods and goddesses do not matter, and Mars does not look like a warrior and Venus does not look like, well, Venus?”


    “I suggest,” said Arpocras slowly, as if explaining something to a dull-witted schoolboy, “that the true forms of the gods are ineffable, incomprehensible, not something which can be imitated by human art. Therefore, when the sculptor carves a statue of Venus, the goddess may inspire him, but the result exists for the benefit of mankind, as a focus of devotion, but not as a literal representation.”


    Pudens rummaged about and produced an apple and a small knife. He cut a slice out of the apple, ate it, then contemplated the apple. “You’re saying then that if I carve this apple into a face and call it a goddess, it’s just as valid a statue by Phidias?”


    The Greek snatched the apple and the knife before the astonished Pudens could react, cut the apple in half, then impaled both pieces on the blade, and handed the result back to him.


    “Theoretically, yes, but somehow I doubt that you are inspired by any other than the goddess of food. Now, finish your deity.”


    Pudens ate the apple.


    * * * *


    This might have seemed too trivial an incident to report, Sir, but it proved prophetic in more ways than one. Indeed, the question of the forms that divinity might take was much on my mind in the next couple days.


    We reached Claudiopolis toward evening, and were of course admitted immediately, despite which we were unable to make our way through the crowded streets because a religious festival was in progress. The city, despite its name, despite its refounding as a colony in the time of the deified Claudius, is of a distinctly Oriental character, with many remnants of the culture and way of life that were in place before even the Greeks arrived.


    This was made all the more apparent when we came to the intersection of the two main streets of the city and, despite our imperial banners, squadron of cavalry, and large caravan of assistants, staff, and baggage, we had to pause to let the goddess Venus pass by. Goddesses outrank imperial envoys in most parts of the world, it would seem.


    It was an amazing sight, this festival, which isn’t even on our Roman calendar. It was something purely local, a gaudy affair with naked youths and maidens strewing flowers along the way, followed by musicians thundering on drums and blasting with trumpets and rattling cymbals; then came a mass of garlanded priestesses, and, finally a great, gilded car pulled by white oxen, in which rode the goddess herself in the form of an enormous marble image, far taller than a man, in the most barbarous aspect imaginable: a face like a harsh mask, with wide, blank eyes, but the body covered with hundreds of breasts, like udders, and the arms outstretched, as if to bestow blessings or (so it occurred to me) to throttle somebody.


    “Love in Claudiopolis must be a very peculiar business,” said Pudens as the thing passed.


    “Keep your voice down,” snapped Arpocras, “lest someone hear you blaspheme.”


    Pudens put his hand to his ear and shouted, “What?” Indeed it was hard to hear anything over the noise of the crowd, which was quite worked into a frenzy at this point. But if a riot were about to break out, it was clearly prevented by the presence of my troop of soldiers, and by the city watch and city officials, who came to meet us once the procession had passed.


    Eventually we found ourselves at the house of L. Licinius Aper, a leading citizen of the town, who had intrigued against several rivals (so I gathered later) for the privilege of hosting us.


    I braced myself for what was to follow. It is a ritual that recurs every place I visit, some rich person like this Aper pushing himself to the forefront to introduce himself, shower me with every flattery, boast about his own importance, protest his loyalty to Rome, etc. etc.


    They always do this because they want something. Somehow it is always the rich and powerful who are never satisfied.


    I of course must be impartial, and deal with local persons of importance, keeping my impressions (at least initially) to myself, but I must admit that I took an almost immediate dislike to L. Licinius Aper. He was a red-faced, balding man a little younger than me, about fifty perhaps, but if anyone resembled the fabled walrus it was he, having grown so fat with indulgence that, quite unlike Servilius Pudens, he could hardly bear his own weight. A quartet of burly slaves hauled him about in a chair most of the time.


    Nevertheless he was animated, sputtering, a ceaseless fount of information about the town and its people and their affairs. It is not actually a proverb, but should be, that a man who cannot stop talking may eventually say something useful.


    When he tried to dismiss Arpocras with a wave of his hand, the Greek stood firm, and so did I, and Licinius Aper, realizing his blunder, graciously invited the three of us to bathe and dine with him.


    He gave us a tour of the house, making sure that we noticed the images of all the deified emperors among his household gods, and that his statues of the gods and goddesses were of the conventional sort. No thousand-breasted Venuses here.


    “I hear they have something like that down in Ephesus,” said Servilius Pudens, “Only they call it Diana.”


    “That is exactly my point, my dear fellow,” said Licinius Aper, placing his had on Pudens’s shoulder with an audible thump and perhaps too much familiarity, though, to be fair, he was actually walking then and may have needed to lean on Pudens for support.


    “It is?”


    “Yes. The natives apply the names of our divinities to theirs, absurd as they might be, and that raises the question of whether they can really be considered divine at all, or just the fevered imaginings of barbarians.”


    Arpocras coughed, as if to say he did not like where this conversation was going, but Pudens merely said, “Oh really? My friend and I were discussing something very similar this afternoon.”


    “Indeed?” said Licinius Aper. “Tell me about it.”


    Tell him he did, and the loquacious Aper dragged on this discussion for hours, through our bath, well into the dinner that followed, only interrupted by vulgar displays of lewd dancers and mimes and acrobats. There was no doubt that our host was going all out to impress, though I couldn’t help but think of the ridiculous freedman in the Satyricon of Petronius, written in the time of Nero yet as applicable to the present circumstances. But Licinius Aper was a Roman, a true son of the Tiber and the Seven Hills, as he had not failed to impress upon us, as he continued to impress … and if I may add a further new proverb to my short collection, let me say that the man who strives so hard to impress may ultimately give an impression other than the one he intended.


    More than once Pudens shot me a glance as if to say how he suffered for the good of Rome, doing his duty, putting up with all this. Arpocras gazed into space, stonily, but remained, I am sure, completely alert. The oddest thing about the whole evening was that at times you might think that Pudens was the object of our host’s hospitality, and I, the legatus propraetore consulari poteste was almost forgotten. But I bided my time, as did Arpocras, waiting for Licinius Aper to get to the point.


    He finally did.


    The dancers and mimes were long gone. The dinner had proceeded, literally from eggs to apples, and as we lingered into the late hours over dessert, our host said suddenly, “The men of Juliopolis are my enemies.”


    I already knew of the rivalry between the two cities, a common enough phenomenon between Greek cities in the East. With the might of Rome to prevent them from actually going to war, they often expressed their enmity in sporting competitions, street riots, and more often than not in ridiculous vanities, each striving to build the grander theatre or aqueduct or temple, which were often unsound, over-budget, and the cause of the very evils which I had come into the province to correct.


    I sighed, and thought, At last.


    I will not repeat everything he said, for, even when he was getting to the point Licinius Aper could be long-winded. The gist of it was—as I understood the undertext of his discourse—that certain wealthy men like himself, Romans, as he made sure we were all quite clear about, some of whose families had dwelt in the East since the affairs of the region were settled by Pompey over a hundred and fifty years ago, controlled the local economy, the grain markets, the small manufactures, even the religious pilgrimage trade. He being, of course, a gentleman, a member of the local senate, did not sully his hands with actual commerce, but worked through agents and freedmen, as did everyone. He and the senators held the city for Rome, and therefore deserved such rewards as they had reaped (although I was determined that there would be a clear accounting during my stay here), etc. etc. But they had incurred the wrath of the men of Juliopolis, their rivals for exactly the same avenues of commerce. The god of Juliopolis had an enormous member, Aper told us, snickering like a schoolboy, and was therefore identified with Priapus and the subject of “disgusting” rites.


    What precisely did L. Licinius Aper want from me which he was (even yet) not quite willing to state plainly?


    It became clear enough: He wanted me to contrive some sort of criminal charge and remove, or even have put to death, one Clodius Carus, his opposite number in Juliopolis.


    “A mere Greek,” Aper spat out in genuine repugnance—the first sincere utterance I had heard from him, the rest being like the recital of a bad actor. Arpocras drew breath sharply. Our host had obviously forgotten him entirely.


    “Not a Roman at all, despite his Latin name, which he surely stole,” Licinius Aper went on, “a wretched provincial scoundrel who desires to destroy my wealth, discredit me in the eyes of the emperor … I am certain, Sirs, that he means to commit some outrage very soon. I thank the gods for your fortunate arrival so that you might thwart his evil schemes.…”


    * * * *


    Eventually we escaped Aper’s hospitality and retired.


    “But of course, of course, you have had a long journey,” he babbled on and might have spoken volumes more if our own slaves hadn’t closed protectively around us to attend to our needs.


    I was able to confer briefly with Pudens and Arpocras.


    “What do you think?” I said.


    Pudens rolled his eyes heavenward as if he were about to faint, then laughed softly.


    Arpocras said, “Did you mark how he said ‘my enemies’ and ‘my wealth?”


    “I did. This is some selfish, petty matter, then, not of larger political import—”


    “It could be both, Sir.”


    Verily possibly he, too, spoke prophetically.


    I had barely gotten to sleep when the cries of the “outrage” were upon us. There was a great commotion outside in the street. Someone was pounding on the front door. Our host’s slaves were up and about, and then so were Arpocras, Pudens, and myself. We had barely emerged from our rooms when an obviously aroused and possibly frightened Licinius Aper lumbered upon us, blubbering, wringing his hands.


    “It is as I predicted, Sirs. I fear that it is. An outrage. A blasphemy! It is the work of my enemy, I am sure, to discredit and destroy our city—”


    For the first time he said our rather than my, as if the catastrophe, for the first time, applied to more than himself.


    “What has happened?” Servilius Pudens demanded, speaking for all of us.


    “It’s so—so—incredible—!”


    Licinius Aper could have gone on for enough to fill twenty pages without saying anything, if I were to report his speech exactly, so I must condense his matter: it seemed that the goddess Venus of the thousand breasts, the very one we had let pass in the street upon our entry to the city, had vanished.


    “But that’s absurd,” said Arpocras. “Half-ton marble goddesses don’t just disappear!”


    Aper leaned forward, as if to deliver his lines in a bad stage-whisper, “They say that she walked. The temple suddenly filled with an unnatural light. She struck down her priestesses, and walked out of the temple, into the night! The people are terrified, Noble Sirs, as you can well imagine. For myself, I don’t know what to think—”


    “But you think it might have something to do with the schemes of your enemy, Clodius Carus,” I said, attempting to organize his thoughts.


    He stopped, startled, as if the idea had not occurred to him. If so, he was stupider than he looked. If not, his acting was getting better.


    “We are men of the world,” I said. “We don’t really believe that barbarous, provincial marble statues get up and walk, do we?”


    “No, but—”


    “Then it must be the doings of this Clodius Carus, yes?”


    Suddenly Aper’s distraught features seemed so much more calm.


    “I am relieved that you see that,” he said.


    * * * *


    But first we had to inspect the scene of the crime, and crime it was, too. We all quickly dressed. The centurion of my guards came to report. Accompanied by a troop of soldiers, marching in step, the steady tread of their hobnailed boots imposing some sort of order on the chaotic night, we followed them through the streets of the city. Pudens, Arpocras, and I walked. Licinius Aper rode in his chair.


    The streets were filled with disorderly people, who melted away as we approached, or just stood staring, silently, as we passed.


    We came to the temple, which was of moderate size, Greek in form, but more ornately decorated in the Oriental style.


    As soon as I entered, I saw that a serious crime had indeed been committed. There were three dead women, two on the floor, one lying halfway out onto the steps. Their skulls were crushed. There was blood everywhere. These are the priestesses of this Claudiopolitan Venus, allegedly struck down by their goddess when she deserted the city.


    And she had deserted it. The thousand-breasted divinity was distinctly missing from her shrine within. The place was filled with thick, strange-smelling smoke. It was clear enough to me that some kind of oil had been set afire on the floor, but this did not burn down the temple because the building was made entirely of stone and the oil was swiftly consumed. I held the edge of my toga up over my nose to avoid choking on the fumes, made my way to the back and examined the hole in the floor, behind the altar, where the divinity had been affixed. It was clear enough to me, and to Arpocras, who stood beside me, that the goddess was shaped out of a single pillar of marble, that she was, when not parading about the city in her gilded car, affixed here like a post, and her walking out of the temple was made all the less plausible by her not having any legs.


    “It is shocking! Shocking!” said Licinius Aper, when we emerged from the temple. He had just arrived, and had not ventured to climb the temple steps, though he stood supported by two of his muscular slaves. He waved a hand about, indicating a huddle of glum-faced individuals whom I took to be local senators. “It will be the ruin of us all!”


    I am not sure if he was performing for me or for his colleagues, but for once he was telling the honest truth. If the goddess were not recovered, it would be the ruin of Claudiopolis, the end of the religious trade, and much else, as the superstitious multitudes fled elsewhere to avoid a place obviously shunned by the very gods. No one seemed much concerned about the dead priestesses, but financial catastrophe on the horizon perturbed them very much.


    I realized it was dawn. After a long day’s traveling, a tedious dinner, and these late-hour dramatics, I simply had to call things to a halt. I am afraid my Roman fortitude was giving way to age. I left Arpocras and the centurion in charge and withdrew.


    * * * *


    In the days that followed I continued to reside in the house of Licinius Aper, as it was the largest and most luxurious in the town, and nothing less would befit the dignity of my office, for all I, personally, would have been content with a comfortable, quiet room somewhere.


    I worked very hard. I got very little sleep. It was not merely because Licinius Aper had a habit of bursting in on me at any hour that pleased, offering suggestions, more than once demanding to know if I had arrested “that blasphemous fiend, Clodius Carus.”


    I reminded him that I was the imperial legatus here, and I would give the orders for arrests. I assured him that investigations were proceeding.


    “But it’s so obvious, obvious,” he sputtered, wringing his meaty hands as he left.


    Perhaps he was trying to distract me from my more expected duties, for he and his colleagues could not have been comfortable about what I was doing. As more and more of the town records were brought to me, it was clear that temples and bridges and the new theatre cost three times what they should have, that some projects accounted for had not even been built. When I went out one afternoon to see the famous theatre, I concluded that it would never be completed, because the ground had not been surveyed, some of the walls were already sinking into soft earth, and the whole place was likely to collapse before it was opened. I also found evidence that persons convicted of serious crimes had managed to have their sentences erased, or even transferred to others, for the payment of a suitable bribe. In short, my host and all his colleagues were clearly, as the popular expression has it, lining their togas with municipal gold. There were going to be some prosecutions here, quite aside from the matter of the dead priestesses and the missing goddess.


    As for that, Pudens quickly came to the conclusion that the goddess had not, precisely, walked—whether or not she actually had legs was not the point.


    He spoke in a whisper, lest some of our host’s servants might be eavesdropping. We were having this conversation in the central courtyard of the house, where a chair and table had been set up for me in the garden, so I could work comfortably by daylight.


    “I think friend Licinius Aper stole the goddess himself.”


    “But how?”


    “Those muscular slaves of his.”


    “Just four of them?” said Arpocras. “Even for them, that’s a heavy statue.”


    “Maybe they come in matched sets. If he has three quartets, they could have done it.”


    “They could have just wheeled her off in her car,” I suggested.


    “I looked into that, Sir,” said Arpocras. “The car is in its shed behind the temple. It is not missing.”


    “But why would he do it?” I asked. “Why would he ruin his own city—and his own income?”


    “Isn’t that obvious?” said Pudens. “So he could blame it on the men of the rival city, Juliopolis. He’d like nothing more than you to march in there with a legion, knock the place down, and crucify the entire population, starting with this—this—”


    “Clodius Carus,” said Arpocras.


    “Yes. His enemy. It all makes sense. The structure of the explanation is complete and perfectly logical.”


    “Now all you have to account for is the supernatural manifestations, the noises, the miraculous light,” said Arpocras, “not to mention the murdered priestesses. The town is quite full of stories, if you care to go out and hear them.”


    “I could hardly—”


    Indeed he could hardly mix inconspicuously with the local populace, a large, tall, pale Roman. But Arpocras, a Greek, could.


    “Nevertheless I can explain those things,” said Pudens.


    “Do so.”


    “Aper’s henchmen killed the priestesses—bludgeoned them—then carried off the statue, perhaps in an ordinary wagon filled with straw. Well after the deed was done, but before it was discovered, some of them set the oil and incense on fire, then rushed out into the city to spread the alarm. Rumor and panic took care of the rest.”


    Arpocras looked up at him and smiled. “Very good. I see I have been able to teach you some of my methods,” he said. “Logical, yes. Complete, yes, as far as it goes. But is it everything? Maybe it requires a few flourishes and decorations in the Oriental fashion.”


    * * * *


    It was Arpocras who provided most of the final flourishes. But not all of them.


    It was he, too, who suggested, more by subtle hints than by stating it outright, that I might be in actual danger, since no one knew what a man like Licinius Aper might do if sufficiently desperate. If I found sufficient evidence to convict him of a crime, what further crime might he—or some of his colleagues—attempt to protect themselves?


    But if I were move out of Aper’s house, refusing his hospitality, wouldn’t that bring about a final crisis?


    Arpocras insisted that we must seize the initiative. As always, he was right.


    I consulted with my centurion. Most of the soldiers were quartered elsewhere, their function being to protect my party as we journeyed across the countryside, not against sedition inside a friendly city. But at the same time, if the centurion came daily to confer with me on official business, there was nothing Aper could do. I waved him out of earshot. The emperor’s business is mine and the emperor’s and not his. He could not pretend otherwise.


    Therefore I announced one day that my party and the guards were going outside the city to see the much-discussed, overpriced aqueduct. Licinius Aper offered to accompany me, “for the pleasure of the journey,” he said in that oily, completely unconvincing stage-manner of his. With hopefully more politeness and perhaps better acting skills, I forbade this, out of gracious concern for his health, the heat of the day, the roughness of the roads—and I didn’t mention his girth even once.


    He looked unhappy, but we left, Pudens, Arpocras and myself in our carriage, the soldiers on horseback, some of our secretarial staff following in a cart.


    We went out to the aqueduct, about which I shall report in detail in another letter. It is indeed overpriced and defective. We inspected it thoroughly, deliberately taking our time doing so. Then, late in the afternoon, after a pause for a rest in the shade of some trees, we made our way back.


    Before we reached Claudiopolis, however, a man, who had been waiting by the side of the road, got up and began jogging alongside the carriage. One of the soldiers made to interfere, but I waved him away and Arpocras caught the fellow by the wrist and hauled him aboard.


    The newcomer was a short, wiry Greek, a little younger than Arpocras, though, his hair mostly still dark. If I may trust my instincts, there was something about this man, too, like Licinius Aper when I first met him, that I did not like. If Arpocras was my Greek crow, this fellow was more of a vulture.


    Arpocras introduced him as a certain Theon. My Greek had wandered about the city for some days, mixing in low places, jangling purses of money in exchange for information, and now, as the climax of his efforts, we enjoyed the company of this Theon.


    He was, to be blunt, an informer. When Arpocras dangled a another purse of coins in front of him, he became most loquacious about the sins of Licinius Aper, which he enumerated in more detail than I could remember, although Arpocras was taking notes. But then I bade him get to the point and tell me where the stolen Venus was.


    “In the house of Aper, of course,” he said.


    “But I have been staying in Aper’s house.”


    “He has more than one house, Sir. Surely you knew that? A man as rich as him, you’d expect it.”


    Arpocras nodded. It was so. Unsurprisingly, Licinius Aper had invested much of his wealth in several houses, which he rented out, and a few farms, which he worked profitably, but the place of interest was a villa he had up in the hills, a little beyond the city, to which he normally retired to escape the summer weather. He had only remained in his city house, out of season, because he knew I was coming, and would have to reside in the city to do my work.


    Theon wanted to leave, but I wouldn’t let him. The centurion had his instructions. The informant held onto his bag of money, but otherwise sat in the carriage glumly.


    We returned to the city-house of Licinius Aper, but the horsemen did not dismount, nor did I get out of the carriage. I sent one of the secretaries in to fetch him. When he emerged, I leaned out between the curtains of the carriage—it would not do to let him see our informant—and told him where we were going. I suggested he come with us.


    He pleaded his health, the heat, the roughness of the road.


    “Nevertheless, I think you should come,” I said.


    There was nothing he could do. He followed in his own carriage, driven by one of his burly slaves. And so the whole company, carriages, carts, the troop of mounted soldiers, would through the town and up into the hills, where, after a time, it was indeed cooler. A pleasant breeze blew. It was nearly sunset by the time we reached the villa. Under other circumstances, I might have appreciated the view or even written a poem about it.


    But not now. My mind was turning. The last pieces of the puzzle were coming into place. Pudens, Arpocras, and I had all sat in silence during the journey, each of us thinking. I exchanged glances with my colleagues, but none of us wanted to say anything in front of Theon.


    We burst into the house without formalities, leaving the porter and the household slaves fluttering, trying to make excuses to their master.


    “This is an imposition,” Licinius Aper protested. “After all my hospitality, all my kindnesses, is this how you repay me?”


    “I believe something which I hope is wrong,” I replied. “I sincerely hope I am misinformed. If I am, someone will pay, and I will give you my profoundest apologies.”


    “Well, then, let’s go back to the city and discuss this over dinner like gentlemen, shall we?”


    Instead I proceeded to a certain room. The door was locked.


    “There’s nothing in there.” said Aper. “That room is not in use.”


    I nodded, and some of the soldiers forced the door.


    It was a large, high-ceilinged room, with murals on the walls. It might have been an extra dining room, or even a bedroom, but there was no furniture in it now, and it was, indeed, not in use.


    The thousand-breasted Venus leaned against the back wall, propped up rather precariously, her arms reaching out toward us. Now that I saw it up close, it was, indeed, a deeply alien thing, a frightful image, really, of perhaps great antiquity. It had, indeed, no legs. Breasts like udders covered the whole body, front and back, but for the arms and the fierce, mask-like face. It was, I would guess, about ten feet tall.


    Some of those present let out cries of amazement. A couple of the Aper’s servants tried to run, but soldiers caught them. Pudens, Arpocras, and I all looked at one another, as if to say, it is as I thought, even if, very likely, some of our theories differed.


    But before any of us could congratulate one another, Licinius Aper put on the most amazing performance of his otherwise unconvincing career. He knelt before the goddess. He beseeched her forgiveness. For all he purported to despise barbaric images, I think he was afraid. I think he saw the workings of supernatural providence in this. I think that, far more than anyone else, he was utterly and genuinely astonished to find her here.


    All of my theories collapsed at that point. I was at a loss. But before I could say anything or do anything, the whole scene came to its dreadful climax. I don’t know if Licinius Aper had somehow bumped against the statue, or if his massive bulk dropping down before it had shaken it from its doubtful balance, or if there was another, less explicable cause, but so quickly that no one could react, stone began to grind and the goddess moved. She fell forward, her marble arms reaching out to embrace Licinius Aper, her awful face bending down to kiss him—or to devour him.


    The statue crashed to earth. There came more cries of amazement and horror. Several people ran from the room and no one stopped them. In the eyes of the Greeks, I am sure, the goddess had taken her vengeance. All I can say is that there was a lot of blood, both arms and the head broke off, and marble breasts scattered all over the floor.


    I too wanted to run away, but I remained steadfast. Even Arpocras looked on speechless, as did Pudens. I was the one who managed to tell the centurion to bring the informer Theon in to see what had happened, and when he did, as Theon reacted, the chain of events almost began to make sense again. Almost but not quite. There were still huge and mysterious gaps.


    Theon rejoiced. He laughed. He virtually danced for joy, and once more launched into a vast recital of the sins of Licinius Aper, which only stopped when I broke in and said, “I arrest you, Clodius Carus, on some charge or other. I am sure I will think of something.”


    He babbled in protest as the soldiers grabbed him. I turned from the horrible scene and hurried away.


    Arpocras ran after me. I have never seen him so flustered. I think what amazed him the most was that for once I’d thought of something he had not.


    “But … how did you know it was Carus?”


    “He and Aper were two of a kind. Who else would know so much about a man’s misdeeds, and be so eager to relate them, except his mortal enemy? Aper and Carus had this fault in common. They both talked too much.”


    * * * *


    These events did not settle the puzzling affair, Most Noble Emperor, not entirely.


    Since Clodius Carus was not a Roman citizen, I could have him interrogated locally. I am told he became incoherent under torture, but there was evidence of sufficient crimes that I had him executed.


    Yet the enigma remains. There are three explanations at which one might grasp: the first that Licinius Aper stole the goddess, hid it in his country villa, and merely put on a last, desperate performance for us when his enemy, who had learned of it, exposed him. But I reject this. He was too convincing at the end. He wore his lies like a badly-fashioned mask. I think he was sincerely astonished and even terrified to see the goddess there.


    Or could it be that the fatally-loquacious Clodius Carus stole the goddess, placed it in Aper’s villa with the connivance of corrupted slaves, in order to destroy his enemy? The image actually crushing Aper was an accident, but the result was the same. This, indeed, is what both Servilius Pudens and Arpocras think happened.


    The people of Claudiopolis cling to a third view, which sometimes, toward which, in unguarded moments, I lean myself: that Aper stole the goddess, hid her elsewhere, and she came of her own accord to deliver her vengeance.


    * * * *


    I write to you then, Sir, with a specific question.


    Something has to be put back into the temple, to restore the religious commerce of the city. Was Arpocras correct, that the true forms of divinities may never be apprehended by human senses, and that consequently all such images, however grotesque they might seem to Roman eyes, are equally sacred? Should I take this opportunity to install a proper, Roman Venus in the temple, or should I employ a local craftsman to recreate the goddess in her original form?


    * * * *


    4. Trajan to Pliny


    You should restore the goddess in her original form, to which the Bithynians are accustomed. It would certainly be out of keeping with the spirit of our age to demand such a change in immemorial religious usage.


    Very likely, your wise Arpocras is correct. Certainly the gods and goddesses work through human agencies in mysterious ways. No one can deny that.

  


  
    REAR VIEW MURDER, by Carla Coupe


    “Is he dead?”


    Her voice broke on the last word. She pushed lank, damp hair off her forehead, the musical tinkle of her charm bracelet loud in the momentary stillness. Sunlight sparkled off the crisscrossed street signs on the corner, ghosting the words “Fourth” and “Cedar” onto her retinas.


    The cop shifted his weight from one foot to the other and glanced down at her, the shade of his hat brim a dark slash across his broad sunburned cheeks.


    “Looks that way.” His voice an unexpected tenor. “He must of cracked his head on the pavement when he went down.”


    She nodded and wrapped her arms around her knees, staring at the deep scratches on the toe of the cop’s left shoe. Dead. The cracked cement curb radiated heat, the thin cotton of her shorts little protection against the rough surface. A crumpled package of Lucky Strikes lay in the gutter beside her. His?


    With a shudder, cold and hot flashing over her skin faster than a Times Square marquee, she tightened her grip on her sweaty legs. Her cotton shirt stuck to her back, drops of perspiration trickled between her breasts. It was beginning to sink in. She’d killed a man.


    A muffled clang buffeted the humid air, cut off in mid-strike, then began the deep resonant tolling from St. Cyril’s. They still hadn’t fixed the bells, even after … how many years? She counted the peals. Five o’clock.


    She raised her face as the sound shivered into stillness. “He just walked into the street right in front of me. I didn’t even have a chance to stop.”


    “Yeah, miss. I got it down when you told me the first time.” The cop rubbed his nose.


    A local boy, she thought, her mind veering onto yet another tangent. Most of the boys she’d grown up with had noses that size and shape: squat, fleshy, eastern European noses. Over half the town could still trace its roots back to the same handful of villages on the Ukrainian-Polish border. Their ancestors—and hers—settled in these coal-rich hills, working in the mill down by the river, saving up to buy a tiny house with a deep front porch up by the Orthodox church.


    Dark, wet patches spread under the cop’s arms. A shrug, a glance over his shoulder at the knot of people busy on the other side of her car. “Lucky for you, you got a couple witnesses who say it was an accident, too.”


    Lucky, indeed.


    Her lips twisted, and she lowered her head. The charms bit into the tender underside of her arm. She’d taken a man’s life.


    Her fingers groped for the small boot that hung on the bracelet. Drops rolled down her cheeks, collecting in the corners of her mouth. Salty, like a faint taste of the sea. The cop would take them for tears of shock or sorrow.


    * * * *


    The door of the bar had opened and three men emerged, squinting in the brutal sunlight.


    Mouth suddenly dry, she took a sip of her soda and glanced at the clock on the dash. 4:07. As she suspected: creatures of habit. She tucked the cup into the holder between the seats and pulled out of the parking lot. The tires sent an empty beer can skittering across the broken asphalt. Two of the men, bellies lapping over their belts, crossed to the left side of the street near the corner. They turned and called to the other man. Brown hair scraped back into a scraggly ponytail, a faded yellow Steelers tee-shirt stretched across his narrow shoulders, he flipped them the bird and continued his shambling course down the opposite sidewalk.


    Keeping the speedometer exactly on twenty-five, she headed down the street.


    Not much traffic. A quiet time, school buses finished with their routes, and the evening shift at the mill already underway. Down the steep curve of the hill; remember to flip on the right turn signal and brake for the stop sign at the bottom. The two men stood on the left corner, gesturing expansively. She craned to see around them. All clear. A pause, a breath. Then she turned the wheel to the right and pressed the gas. The car shot forward.


    A flash of yellow as he stepped into the path of the car.


    Fast, so fast her foot still held down the pedal, the hood plowed into him. For an instant, his startled eyes met hers. Then a thud and his body rose, a crane poised for flight, quickly aborted. A shout from behind. She jammed on the brakes, her heart pounding wildly, a scream clawing its way up her throat.


    He sprawled on the patched asphalt, arms and legs twisted, yellow against black. And red.


    She struggled with the seatbelt catch. The belt retracted with a whirr. The two men she’d passed pounded up to the car; one wrenched open the door.


    “Jesus Christ, lady! You—”


    “I didn’t see him!” Her nose wrinkled at his cigarette-and-beer stench. “I turned, and he stepped out in front of me.”


    The man raised one hand and shaded his eyes. The hair on his arms glinted gold, his fingers tightened on the door frame. The other man knelt on the street, next to the … He looked up, ran a hand over his thinning hair and shook his head slowly.


    “Damn,” the man beside the car murmured. “You got a cell phone, miss?”


    She nodded and fumbled in the backpack on the seat next to her. Her hand shook as she pulled out the phone, and the man gently took it from her.


    “We need an ambulance.” His voice husky, he stared at the men in the street. “There’s been an accident at the corner of Fourth and Cedar.”


    * * * *


    Her Aunt Natalie had warned her about the speed traps when she first arrived, so she’d been careful when she drove around town. Things had changed so much over the years; the neighborhood she’d grown up in suffered from what politicians called urban blight, and what her aunt called too damned high property taxes and not enough decent work. A few landmarks remained, though. Enough for her to get her bearings.


    Fat raindrops polka-dotted her windshield as she turned down Fourth, passing boarded-up shop fronts—the shoe repair, the beauty parlor, and the little grocery where her mother would send her to buy a forgotten dinner ingredient. Where she and her best friend Donna would spend their hard-earned dimes and nickels on licorice whips or a box of Cracker Jack. Across the street, Pete’s bar, sole survivor on the block, celebrated business with lurid neon lights that could barely be seen through the grime-caked windows.


    She dug into the take-out bag on the passenger seat and pulled out a French fry. Blew on it before folding it into her mouth. Hot. Salty. Greasy. So good. Scanning the deserted street, she slowed down, then pulled into the trash-strewn parking lot across from the bar.


    Turning on the radio, she twisted the dial until the muted sounds of soft rock filled the car, then sat back, occasionally munching on a fry and watching raindrops spatter on the hood and windshield. Fog hazed the windows. She cranked down the one on the driver’s side, clammy air thick on her skin. She’d forgotten the smell: sharp, acrid, stronger when the wind blew up the valley, or when the air hung still and damp.


    She’d checked her watch twice, and the fries left at the bottom of the carton were cold when the bar door opened and a man stepped out. A limp ponytail hung out the back of his black Steelers cap, jeans rode low over skinny hips. He hunched his shoulders against the drizzle and stuck his hands into his pockets before turning and walking away, swaying like a sailor newly ashore.


    He staggered down the street, never pausing or turning his head, disappearing below the crest of the hill. He’d cross Cedar Street at the bottom, take the direct way home. Her clasped hands felt like blocks of ice. When she took a shaky breath and forced her hands apart, the street was long deserted. The chill in her bloodstream quickly turned to heat.


    No. Hate.


    She checked her watch—4:17—then twisted the key in the ignition and peeled out of the parking lot.


    * * * *


    “It’s good to see you, girl.” Her aunt had smiled, faint echoes of her grandmother and mother in the shape of her aunt’s jaw, in the faded blue eyes. “It’s been too long.”


    She smiled back at her aunt and sipped her iced tea. A bead of water meandered down the glass, dampening her fingers as she stared down at the pile of potato chips and the sandwich on her paper plate. Two slices of bologna on white bread, spread crust to crust with mayo; it used to be her favorite. Could she eat it now without gagging?


    “Work keeps me busy.” Which was true, during the day, at least. At night, memories roamed freely. That was what she had come here for, to make her peace with those memories.


    “And life in the big city.” Aunt Natalie gave her a knowing look. “So, have you found a nice boy yet?”


    Instead of answering, she asked about Uncle Mike and her cousins.


    After lunch, they moved to the tiny living room. Aunt Natalie settled in front of the TV—a huge monstrosity housed in a cabinet, bought with pride in 1968—to watch “her story,” her feet propped on a vinyl hassock, a bottle of Iron City on the TV tray beside the chair.


    Time to get to work.


    “I’ll just make a couple of phone calls while you enjoy your show, Aunty.” She had to raise her voice above the toilet paper commercial, blaring at rock concert volume.


    Eyes already glued to the set, Aunt Natalie waved a careless hand in acknowledgement.


    She opened the hall closet. The phone book—so meager, compared to the ones she was used to now—sat on the shelf. She pulled it out and took it, along with her cell phone, to the front porch. The big glider squeaked softly when she sat. She flipped open the phone book and slid her finger down the cheap paper, finally stopping on a name.


    Still here. Still in the same house, his parents’ house.


    Would she recognize him after all these years? Stupid question; of course she would. She’d know him even if she turned into Helen Keller and had to run her fingers over his face.


    Disgusting thought.


    She knew where he’d be after work. All she needed to find out was which shift, and that should be easy enough.


    It only took a moment to look up another number, pick up her phone, and dial.


    “Mary Beth? Hi, it’s me. Long time, no see, I know. Well, I’m in town visiting my aunt, and she’s in the middle of soap opera heaven. I wondered if I could come over and catch up. Find out what the old gang is up to.”


    Her lips stretched into a smile and she pushed back her hair.


    “Great. Let me grab my purse. See you in a few minutes.”


    * * * *


    “Who’s that?”


    Frowning, she had stared at the guy standing across the school parking lot. He leaned against the hood of a white Camaro, his crossed arms almost obscuring the Steelers’ logo on his shirt. A chill breeze tossed strands of long brown hair around his face and stirred the thick layer of leaves on the pavement.


    Mary Beth pitched her books into the back seat of the green-and-rust colored Gremlin and turned, looking out over the sea of students leaving the building. “Who?”


    “Over there, next to Jimmy’s car. Brown hair, black shirt.”


    “Him?” Mary Beth squinted, too vain to wear her glasses outside. Johnny Kachmarik still hadn’t asked anyone to Homecoming, and she wanted to be prepared, just in case. “I don’t remember his name, but he graduated six years ago with Bill. Why?”


    With a shrug, she shifted her books to her other arm. “I recognize him from somewhere.”


    She knew where. She’d never forget that face, that car.


    “Oh, yeah?” Sliding into the driver’s seat, Mary Beth buckled her seat belt. “Are you coming, or what?”


    She pulled her gaze from him and opened the door. “Ask Bill who he is, okay?”


    “He looks like a real loser, but sure.”


    * * * *


    “I saw the car!” Her voice had caught, and a large hand had pressed on her shoulder, gently pushing her back into the bed. Every part of her body hurt, and she blinked away tears. Tears were for babies; she was eleven, a big girl. She knew what she’d seen.


    “Sure, honey.” The hand lifted, and the big policeman picked up the pink plastic cup with the straw and held it to her lips. “Can you describe it?”


    She took a sip of water, flat and metallic on her tongue. “White.” She closed her eyes, but the image stood out clear against the blackness. “With a big hood and wheels.”


    “And did you see the driver?”


    She nodded once, even though her head ached. “A man. With brown hair.”


    “Okay, okay. You get some rest now.”


    His footsteps sounded loud on the linoleum as he crossed the room.


    “Will that help find the car and driver?” Her mom’s voice, a harsh whisper. When they’d wheeled her out of the ambulance and into the hospital, she saw them, her mom and her dad. Her mom had cried, big, fat drops rolling down her cheeks and dripping off her chin. Her dad had just looked sad, like he often did.


    “Not really, but we’ll do what we can.” The policeman wasn’t good at whispering. “She was damn lucky that the car didn’t hit her head on, otherwise she’d be dead, too.”


    She didn’t open her eyes, and after a while, the policeman went away.


    * * * *


    “You’ll always be my best friend.” She had popped a handful of Cracker Jack into her mouth, and caramel sweetness had blossomed on her tongue. She crunched the popcorn as the grocery door jangled shut behind them.


    “And you’re mine.” Donna dug into the box. “For you.” Sticky fingers pressed the little charm into her palm.


    She peered at her hand. A boot. Perfect for the bracelet her mom and dad had given her for her birthday. “Thanks.” She shoved it into her pocket.


    A grin behind a curtain of blonde hair. “Race you home.” The flash of a blue tee-shirt and coltish legs starting down Fourth.


    “Hey, no fair!” She clutched the bag of potatoes her mom had asked her to get for dinner, and ran after.


    At the corner, Donna glanced over her shoulder. “Come on, slowpoke!”


    The car came out of nowhere.


    Fast, so fast there was no time to shout, no time to even take a breath. Donna’s small body hit the hood with a thud and lifted, an egret poised for flight.


    “Donna!” she screamed. Then the fender struck her left hip and side, and, for an instant, her eyes met those of the man in the car: wide, startled, scared. Then she, too, was flying, but only for a heartbeat. She fell. Her skin burned as she skidded across the asphalt, her head hitting the pavement so hard she felt as if her skull had cracked open. Pain, so much pain she couldn’t tell where it ended and she began, but she forced her head up, willed her eyes to focus.


    Donna lay sprawled on the street, yellow hair against black. And red.


    The car revved, reversed, and sped away. She stared at the sky, as blue as Donna’s shirt.


    Remember the car.


    Remember him.
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    THUBWAY THAM’S INTHULT, by Johnston McCulley


    I.


    The orchestra ceased, the theater auditorium was darkened suddenly, and the curtain went up on the third act. In his seat in the first row of the second balcony, Thubway Tham bent forward with a great deal of interest and focused his gaze on the stage. His eyes were burning, and his jaws were set rigidly. Tham was angry, had been growing angrier every time a certain actor came upon the stage.


    Now and then Thubway Tham attended a theatrical performance as a means of recreation from the arduous work of a pickpocket. Tham did not pretend to be up to the minute on things theatrical and dramatic, and when the time came for him to go to a show, Tham selected the theater he was to honor with his presence by. a certain method he had originated himself.


    At the ticket agency he walked up to the counter.


    “I want a theat in the thenter of the firtht row of the thecond balcony,” he said.


    “What theater, man?” asked the man behind the counter.


    “I don’t care what theater it ith, jutht tho you give me a theat in the thenter of the firtht row of the thecond balcony,” Thubway Tham declared.


    This time the grinning agent had handed him a ticket that called for admission to see a certain male star in his latest success, “The Under Dog.”


    Tham had heard the name of the star mentioned a few times and entertained the idea that he was an artist of parts; but beyond that he knew nothing of the professional rank and ability of the man and did not care about it. As to “The Under Dog,” Thubway Tham did not know the theme or the author, did not know what the play was about, and was not letting it worry him. Tham had the idea that a good many others have: namely, that a show must be good or it would not be on Broadway or anywhere near it.


    Tham had consulted his program, once he had been seated, and he had found nothing except a list of actors’ names and the names of the characters they were to portray. The synopsis said that the first act was in the living room of an apartment on Riverside Drive, that the second was the same the following morning, and the third a week later. Thubway Tham could not construct a plot from that, and so he waited for the curtain and left it to the actors.


    It developed that “The Under Dog” had nothing to do with canines or bench shows. It dealt with the deadly and eternal triangle, a beautiful woman and two men, one wealthy and firm in the belief that he had power, and the other a sort of weakling. Tham settled himself in his seat and tried to get the worth of the money he had spent for his ticket.


    Tham liked the male star very well, but he took an instant aversion to another gentlemanly actor billed as Booth Mansfield Merton. The aversion came into being when Merton spoke his first lines. Tham could not explain it and did not attempt to try. The aversion was not because of Booth Mansfield Merton’s work. As an actor, Merton seemed to do very well. Thubway Tham’s dislike appeared to be for the man personally, and Tham never had seen him before.


    The role Mr. Booth Mansfield Merton played this night did not assist Tham to have a friendly feeling for him, either. Merton spoke certain lines that made Tham gnash his teeth. Thubway Tham took the drama seriously; he forgot that the actors were playing parts, and he formed his opinion of an artist from the lines he spoke. Thubway Tham could not think of a villain as being anything other than a villain, either on the stage or off.


    “A man of power should exert that power,” Booth Mansfield Merton shouted from the stage. “Every man for himself. Let the under dog fight his own battle. It only weakens him the more to extend him a helping hand. Why should I refuse to declare myself superior when I know that I am?”


    Thubway Tham gasped. “Why, the thilly ath,” he whispered to himself. “The thwell-headed thimp! Thomebody thould butht him one in the nothe, tho they thould.”


    Booth Mansfield Merton had a lot of speeches similar to that one, and Thubway Tham’s dislike for him slowly but deliberately turned into deep hatred. And then, unknowingly, Booth Mansfield Merton struck home.


    “The reputed cleverness of the social parasite, the cunning of the man who lives by his wits, the skill of the pickpocket, for instance—all such things are mythical,” the actor vehemently declared. “A superior man can outwit any of them.”


    “The Thimp,” said Tham to himself. “Thuperior, ith he? Oh, the thilly ath! If he ever cometh thouth of Fourteenth Thtreet and I thee him, he wanth to look out. I’ll thow him thome cleverneth and thkill, all right!”


    Tham left the theater after the performance with the conviction that the ticket agent had robbed him by forcing him to pay good money to be insulted. He rode downtown in the subway, and though there was many a good chance to “lift a leather,” Tham did not make an attempt to work. His mind was full of the false philosophy that had come from the lips of Merton.


    “Tho a pickpocket ith not clever, hey?” Tham mused. “And thith Booth Manthfield Merton ith a thuperior man who could make the betht dip in the thity look like a deuthe card, ith he? He maketh me thick. I’ll teach him to inthult people.”


    * * * *


    The following day being Sunday, Thubway Tham arose a little late, spent plenty of time dressing, and walked briskly down the street to the restaurant he always favored for breakfast. It appeared that all the other customers were late for breakfast also. Tham managed to get his usual place at his usual table, but was forced to wait for some time until his order was filled. While waiting he picked up the dramatic section of one of the Sunday morning newspapers, and the first thing he saw was an interview with Booth Mansfield Merton.


    The interview was the work of an enterprising press agent, of course, but Thubway Tham knew little concerning the workings of a press agent’s mind. Tham did not know that Booth Mansfield Merton never had seen that interview and would be greatly surprised when he read it to find that he had expressed himself so on certain subjects. Tham curled his lips in scorn and read the interview.


    It said that Mr. Merton, now playing an important role in the current greatest success of the century, “The Under Dog,” was a conscientious artist, and expected, the following season, to appear in a drama that concerned the underworld and its men and women. The play would be something entirely new, Mr. Merton said, and would reveal the denizens of the underworld in a new light.


    To be sure that he expressed the proper atmosphere when the play was produced, Mr. Merton—who always was willing to sacrifice comfort to art—was living in the lower end of the city, the article said. He had given up his comfortable apartment on the Drive and had a room far downtown, ate there, walked the streets there when his presence was not demanded at the theater, and was making an exhaustive study of the men and women there, going down into the dark places for the purposes of analysis and comparison.


    A few quoted paragraphs from Booth Mansfield Merton followed. He said:


    “There has been expressed for some time a certain glamor concerning the so-called underworld that does not exist in reality. The criminals of today are neither courageous nor clever, cunning nor sagacious. Only ignorance is found in the underworld of today—a vicious ignorance that is remarkable.”


    Thubway Tham felt anger growing within him when he read that paragraph. Tham felt that he was a good “dip,” and was rated as such by the police. He was neither ignorant nor vicious. He was a human being, was Tham, and because he picked pockets and belonged to a nefarious profession, it did not follow that he was an unintelligent beast.


    “I’d jutht like to meet that thimp,” Thubway Tham told himself. “Thtudying the underworld, ith he? I’d thoon give him thomething to thtudy, the ath. He ith a thuperior man, ith he? Thacrifithin’ comfort for art, ith he? He’ll thacrifith hith bank roll if he cometh around me!”


    II.


    Without knowing it, the press agent had let Booth Mansfield Merton in for a lot of trouble. Thubway Tham was not the only gentleman of irregular business who read that interview, and there was an expressed intention on the part of many to seek out Booth Mansfield Merton and “get him good.”


    But Thubway Tham had a big advantage. He had seen the man at work on the stage and knew him at sight.


    “If he only hath a roll on him,” Tham mused. “I’ll thow the thilly ath a thing or two. Neither cunning nor thagaciouth, am I not? We’ll thee.”


    Determination controlling him, his mind centered upon one object; in a manner of speaking, Thubway Tham deserted his beloved subway for a time and paced the streets, always alert to catch sight of the despised Booth Mansfield Merton. He even watched at the theater one evening and attempted to follow the actor when he left after the performance, but some admirer of Merton’s took him to a roof garden for supper, and Tham missed them when they departed.


    However, he did not fail to run into Detective Craddock, the particular officer who had sworn to get him “with the goods” one day and send him up the river for a long term. Tham met him as he turned a corner, and stepped back quickly to curl his upper lip in a sneer.


    “Tham,” Craddock said, “you have been acting peculiarly lately. What seems to be the trouble? Indigestion, or something like that? Going to have a sick spell? Old age, maybe.”


    “Thay!” cried Tham. “My thtomach ith all right, and I am not goin’ to have a thick thpell! And where do you get that old age thtuff, you ath? Bethide you, Craddock, I am ath a thucklin’ babe.”


    “How is the wallet business?” Craddock asked.


    “Thay, now—”


    “Playing some deep, dark game, aren’t you, Thamb? Trying to make me think that you have reformed, to throw me off the track? Something is brewing, Tham. I’ve had my eye on you carefully the last three days, and you haven’t even known it, or cared. And you haven’t gone into the subway more than half a dozen times, and when you did you always acted as if there was something preying on your mind. Is your conscience bothering you, Tham?”


    “It ith not, but there ith thomething preyin’ on my mind, all right. I have been tryin’ to figure out,” Tham told him, “how it cometh that you thtill draw pay for bein’ a fly cop. And it ith thome puthle!”


    “Indeed?”


    “Quite tho,” Tham said. “I thaw in the paper the other day where thome ham actor thaid that crookth had neither courage nor cunnin’, cleverneth nor thagacithy. That thimp ought to thtudy offitherth, the tho-called detectiveth in particular. When it cometh down to cleverneth and thagacithy, Craddock, a mule hath nothin’ on you.”


    “Ah well, Tham, old boy, we must each of us have our little, merry jest,” Craddock said.


    “It ith no merry jetht,” Thubway Tham declared. “It ith the truth, only it ith not thurprithin’ that you don’t recognithe the truth when you thee it.”


    “All jokes aside, Tham, have you been feeling well lately? I’d hate to have you grow ill and be taken off before I get the chance to run you in and see you put away for a twenty-stretch in stir. That would be what they call the irony of fate, Tham, old-timer.”


    “Yeth? It ith probable that I thall die of old age before that,” Tham remarked. “It ith impothible for a man to hold on forever jutht to pleathe a fly cop.”


    “You’ll not be much older when it happens, Tham.”


    “No?”


    “No! You’ll make that little slip one of these days, and then it’ll be up the river for you.”


    “If I did make that little thlip, you wouldn’t be able to thee it,” Tham complained. “You couldn’t thee anything right under your long nothe.”


    Tham whirled around and deliberately left Craddock, going toward Union Square. Thubway Tham was in a rare bad humor. He had failed so far to locate Booth Mansfield Merton, and Craddock’s pestering ways annoyed him exceedingly.


    And then he saw the actor!


    Booth Mansfield Merton was walking languidly along the street, his nose in the air and a far-away look in his eyes. He swung his stick as if to clear a path through the rabble. He was smoking a cigarette, in a holder.


    “The ath!” Tham said.


    And then he began to shadow and study Booth Mansfield Merton. Tham had a scheme in mind. He wanted to get Merton’s wallet when it was well filled. He wanted Merton to know that there was one crook who had cleverness and sagacity enough to “lift a leather” even from such a wise individual as Booth Mansfield Merton.


    Merton evidently was taking the air. Now and then he paused to look into a show window before a shop, but for the greater part he looked at the men and women who passed as if studying them. Tham trailed him faithfully.


    “Firtht, I mutht be thure that he hath a roll,” Tham told himself. “And then I mutht find out where he liveth and when he goeth uptown to the theater. And then I jutht want to catch the thimp in the thubway onthe. That ith all—jutht onthe!”


    For Tham did not think of robbing Booth Mansfield Merton any place except in the subway. Tham rarely worked in the open street; he had made the subway his specialty for years. And so he trailed Merton down one street and up another, to a restaurant where Merton ate cakes and drank coffee, to a cigar store where the actor purchased a pack of cigarettes.


    “The ath thmoketh cheap cigaretteth in an ecthpenthive holder,” Tham observed. “If he ith broke, it will be bad luck. But I gueth he ith not.”


    It was a matinee day, and, after a time, Merton turned and walked northward, and when he was far enough he crossed to the Avenue and caught a bus. Tham got on the same one, and they rode to the theatrical district, where Merton went in at the stage entrance of the theater where he worked.


    Tham loafed around Times Square until time for the afternoon performance to be at an end, and then watched the stage entrance carefully. He saw Merton emerge, in company with another actor. They went to an inexpensive café and ordered a meal. Then Tham realized that he had been wasting time. Since this was a matinee day, it was more than likely that Merton would not return downtown until after the evening performance.


    However, Tham shadowed his man until he returned to the theater to make up, and then he went to a picture show, careful to get back to the stage entrance by the time Merton was leaving for the night. This time, Merton made straight for the subway entrance nearest the theater, and Tham, exulting, followed.


    When Booth Mansfield Merton entered the car, Thubway Tham was less than six feet behind him. The car was not crowded, and Merton sat down. He engaged in conversation with an acquaintance, and Tham could not make an attempt to get his purse. But when Merton left the subway, Tham followed carefully, and he located the actor’s lodgings.


    Tham hurried to his own room and turned in. He was up two hours earlier than usual the following morning, bolted his breakfast at the little restaurant, and then went to the place where Merton lived. For several hours Thubway Tham remained in the vicinity, moving now and then to keep from attracting attention, waiting for Merton to leave his room.


    “The ath mutht thleep all day,” Tham confided to himself. “He ith a lathy thcoundrel!”


    Then Merton came out. Once more he walked slowly up the street, swinging his stick as if to clear a path through the rabble, looking over the heads of the men and women he met. Tham followed him, watched him eat a frugal breakfast, and followed him on up the street. Booth Mansfield Merton took a bus northward again, at which Thubway Tham gnashed his teeth.


    “Nobody with clath utheth a buth,” Tham declared, “when there ith the thubway handy.”


    Uptown, Merton strolled through the streets of the theatrical district, greeting other thespians and talking shop, and Thubway Tham continued to trail him. And again he met Detective Craddock.


    “Well, Tham, what are you doing up here?” Craddock demanded.


    “I might athk you the thame quethtion,” Tham replied. “Ith thith your beat now?”


    “I just happen to be here momentarily, Tham.”


    “Tho do I.”


    “Changing your tactics, are you ? Deserting the subway and going after the street crowds now?”


    “Thay! Are you accuthin’ me of anything?” Tham demanded. “Don’t you thuppothe a man wanth to thee another part of town onthe in a while?”


    “Take care of your fingers, old boy, or they’ll be getting you into trouble,” Craddock told him. “I’m liable to be in your vicinity any time, remember.”


    “Ith that tho? You needn’t trouble to be in my vithinity ath far ath I am contherned,” said Tham. “There are timeth when I like freth air.”


    “That’s almost insulting, Tham.”


    “It would be a pity if I inthulted you,” Tham said. “But I won’t. It can’t be done!”


    Craddock walked on, for he was watching a suspect, and Tham saw that Booth Mansfield Merton was in conversation with another man near the corner. Then they separated, and Merton went on down the street. Tham followed.


    The actor entered a corner cigar store, and Tham watched through the door and saw a thing that startled him. Mr. Merton purchased a package of cigarettes, and when he came to pay for them he took from the side pocket of his coat a roll of bills about four inches in diameter. He peeled off a bill and thrust the roll back, gathered his change and put it into a pocket of his waistcoat, lighted a cigarette, twirled his stick, and went out upon the street again.


    Thubway Tham gasped as he followed.


    “Oh, man,” he said to himself. “If I can get that roll of billth I can die happy. Thagacithy and cunnin’, huh? Neither cleverneth nor courage! Oh, man!”


    Tham had heard that good actors drew down fabulous salaries and were likely to carry the cash around with them. So he decided that the roll of Booth Mansfield Merton would be worth appropriating. Aside from that, Tham wanted to get the roll as a matter of revenge against the man who sa’id such high and lofty things against the under dogs at every performance.


    But it did not seem that he would have his chance. Merton continued to parade the rialto, chatting with an acquaintance now amd then, and Tham saw him flash the big roll half a dozen times Thubway Tham was almost frantic now. He could think of nothing except the roll of bills. He ignored the rush hour, and all chances to “lift a leather.” For the time being, Thubway Tham had one big important job in sight, and nothing could decoy him from it.


    III.


    “I MUTHT get that roll,” Tham told himself, for the hundredth time since he had seen it first. “Live downtown to thtu the animalth, will he? Huh! Viciouth ignorance, hey?”


    Late in the afternoon Booth Mansfield Merton parted from another acquaintance and started for a subway entrance. Thubway Tham followed like a bloodhound on a trail. Tham felt that his time had come at last. He had seen Merton return that roll to the side pocket of his coat, and he knew it still. was there. And Merton was going into the subway!


    Merton caught a downtown express, and Thubway Tham squeezed into the car immediately behind him. This time the actor was forced to stand, and Tham bored his way through the crowd in an effort to get by his prospective victim’s side.


    Tham glanced around the car, slowly, carefully, and saw nobody he knew. He would use his usual method, Tham decided. He would wait until the train pulled into a station, and just before it pulled out again he would get Merton’s roll, dart through the door, and hurry to the street above.


    Tham did not deem the moment propitious when the first station was reached. An elderly woman, half bewildered, was hurrying to leave the train and attracting the attention of everybody in the car toward the spot where Tham and Merton stood.


    But a station more or less made little difference to Thubway Tham. It was the outcome that interested him. He wanted to get that roll, and do it successfully, and he cared nothing for time.


    The train dashed on. Tham decided that the next station would be the proper place. He edged forward until he was brushing against Booth Mansfield Merton, and placed himself in such a position that he could slip his hand into Merton’s pocket and get the roll in the proper manner. As a last precaution, he glanced around the car again.


    And he caught sight of Detective Craddock, who had been watching him carefully, and who now allowed an expression of annoyance to cross his countenance. Tham turned away and grinned. Craddock almost had caught him; it was a fortunate thing that he looked around at the last moment. Craddock, who knew pickpockes, had guessed that Tham had picked Merton for a victim.


    Tham left the car when the train stopped, left it slowly and without brushing against Merton again. Craddock followed him to the street.


    “Well, old-timer,” Craddock said, “I almost had you that time.”


    “Thir?”


    “Don’t come any of that stuff on me, now. You had your little victim picked, all right, and you hadn’t seen me at first. If you hadn’t happened to look around when you did, you’d have pulled off a stunt, and then I’d nabbed you with the goods. But I’ll get you yet, Tham.”


    “Are you an utter ath?” Tham demanded. “What are you talkin’ about, Craddock? I wath intendin’ to do nothin’ of the thort. I wath jutht gettin’ ready to get off.”


    “I know what you were getting ready to do,” Craddock said with a sneer.


    He glared at Tham and went on down the street. And Thubway Tham, angry and chagrined, went to a restaurant for his evening meal, and then went back uptown again, intending to be at the stage door when Merton left the theater that night.


    “I’ll get that roll of hith if it taketh me a dothen yearth,” Tham declared to himself. “When it cometh to bein’ perthithtent, I am a medal winner.”


    Tham arrived uptown again about nine o’clock that night, and walked around Times Square, glancing at his watch now and then. He would see Booth Mansfield Merton come from the theater, he would trail him well, and if Merton traveled downtown in the subway, he would get that roll of bills, providing Merton still had it. Tham was half afraid that the roll would be missing.


    Everything depended upon it, Tham told himself. He wanted to feel that he had squared matters with Merton. And his chase had caused him to lose several days and turn aside chances for lucrative work. Tham needed the roll as much as he wanted his revenge.


    Ten o’clock came, and Tham, having purchased some cigarettes, turned to light one. Looking over his cupped hands, he beheld Detective Craddock across the street, watching him. Tham pretended not to see. Growling low in his throat, he started down the street.


    But Craddock was not to be thrown off the trail that easily. He hurried forward and caught up with Tham.


    “All jokes aside, what are you camping in this section of our fair city for?” Craddock demanded. “You’re up to something, and I’m going to stop it.”


    “Yeth?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, my goodneth, ain’t a man got a right to look at the bright lighth?”


    “If that is all he does,” Craddock insinuated.


    “Thuppothe you wait until I do thomething elthe,” said Tham.


    “I’ll just do that little thing,” the detective said. “Go your way, old-timer; I’ll be right at your heels.”


    Tham was almost in a panic. He knew from observation that Booth Mansfield Merton would come from that stage door at about eleven o’clock, and it was a little past ten now. If he did not lose Craddock before that time, he would not dare seek to obtain possession of Merton’s roll of bills.


    He darted into the subway entrance at Times Square, crossed through and emerged on the other side, and found that the grinning Craddock was only a few paces behind him. He walked slowly up Broadway and into the midst of a throng before a motion-picture palace, but he could not lose Craddock as he had done many times before. Craddock had determined not to be evaded this night.


    Thubway Tham attempted every trick he knew, but to no avail. The detective hung on like a leech, and whenever Tham turned to glance at him, Craddock grinned. Tham looked at his watch finally; it was fifteen minutes of eleven.


    Once more he walked slowly Jown Broadway, ignoring Craddock, not trying to lose himself in a crowd, acting as if he had given up hope of dodging the detective, and was preparing to return to his room far downtown.


    But Craddock was not to be fooled, and did not relax his vigilance. He followed closely, lighting cigar after cigar, as he did always when he was shadowing and it was possible.


    So Tham came to a stop on the corner nearest the stage entrance of the theater where Booth Mansfield Merton was playing. There he stood at the curb and smoked, and watched the stage entrance from the corner of his eye.


    “Dodging doesn’t go tonight, Tham,” Craddock said.


    “Don’t pethter me,” Tham retorted. “If you want to talk to thomebody, go and do it.”


    “I can watch you as easily if I don’t talk,” said Craddock.


    “Watch,” Tham said. “Watch, you thilly ath! And while you are watchin’ and pethterin’ me, thome crook probably ith gettin’ all the diamondth and walletth in the theater crowd. Watch, you thimp!”


    “Oh, I’m watching, Tham.”


    “And a lot of good it will do you,” Tham said. “I’m goin’ down and thee the commithioner about thith! It ith a fine day when a man and a thitithen cannot walk around the thtreeth and take the air without bein’ pethtered.”


    “The commissioner probably will be glad to see you, Tham. He might want to know how you get money to pay room rent and buy eats.”


    “Yeth?”


    “Yes. He has a way of asking about such things. Better think twice before visiting the commissioner, Tham.”


    “Then you let me alone,” Tham said. “I ain’t done anything, have I?”


    “No, and it is my intention to see that you don’t,” Craddock declared.


    Tham shrugged his shoulders and turned his back. And so he faced the stage entrance again—and he saw Booth Mansfield Merton come out with another actor and walk slowly toward the corner.


    Here was the chance, Tham knew, providing Merton still had the big roll of bills. And because of Craddock, it appeared that Tham’s persistance was going to come to naught. Outwardly, Tham looked calm, but he was not.


    He turned away and walked slowly toward the subway entrance, following Merton at a distance,. He tossed away his cigarette and went down the stairs half a dozen steps behind the thespian. Craddock was at his heels.


    They waited on the platform for a time, and then a train roared in. Tham followed Merton aboard, but not too closely, and Craddock, still grinning, followed Tham. Merton had to stand near the door, and Tham stood beside him.


    Tham was not certain that the roll of bills remained in Merton’s pocket. He wanted to find out, and, if it did, he wanted to get it. And here was Detective Craddock, who had sworn to “get him with the goods,” standing at his elbow.


    Tham decided, in that instant, that the opportunity should not be wasted. He had persisted in following Booth Mansfield Merton, and he felt that he was entitled to some sort of reward. It was dangerous to attempt anything in Craddock’s presence, but Tham was angry enough to run the risk. He would not have done it had he not been asgry.


    He turned deliberately and faced Craddock, but still pressed against the actor.


    “I hope that you are thatithfied,” he said to Craddock, in a low tone. “You have thpoiled my evenin’.”


    “Oh, I certainly regret that, Tham,” Craddock said, with a wealth of sarcasm.


    “But one thing ith thertain. You have to follow me ’way downtown, and then go ’way out to the Bronx to get home. That ith thomething.”


    “I don’t mind a little thing like that, Tham.”


    “How much longer are you goin’ to pethter me?”


    “I merely intend to see you safely home, my dear boy.”


    Tham grunted and looked past Craddock at the others in the car. His left hand had been pressing against Merton, exploring. Tham knew, now, that the roll of bills was still in Merton’s pocket.


    Tham did not like to work blind, that is with his hand behind his back and not knowing who might be looking, but he felt that he would have to do it now. This was an opportunity he could not reject, Craddock or no Craddock.


    He continued talking to the detective, and watching the stations. And then, as the train rolled into another, Tham acted. His hand darted into the actor’s pocket—and Tham had the roll of bills.


    “Here ith where I get off,” he told Craddock.


    “I’m getting off at the same station, Tham.”


    “Do ath you pleathe, you ath!”


    The train stopped, and Tham got off and went slowly along the platform and up to the street, expecting every instant to hear a cry from Booth Mansfield Merton. But no cry came, and the train rushed on.


    “I thuppothe you are goin’ to go right along home with me?” Tham asked, gneeringly.


    “It isn’t necessary now, Tham, old boy. I know you seldom work except in the subway. And now that you are out of it and within three blocks of home, and the hour is late, I imagine I can let you go on your way alone.”


    “Thankth.”


    “I saw you sizing up that bird who stood right next to you,” Craddock said.


    “Tho?”


    “And you didn’t miss anything by not getting his wallet. I know that chap.”


    “Yeth?”


    “Yes,” said Craddock. “He’s an actor—nice fellow, too. But he certainly has been down on his luck the past three seasons. He’s just about broken—owes all sorts of people. There was an article in the paper about him the other morning—press-agent stuff.”


    “Tho?”


    “Yes. It said he was living down here to study criminals and human beings of the lower order, because he was going to do a play along those lines next year.”


    “Well, what about it?” Tham asked.


    “He’s trying to pay his debts. He’s living down here because he can’t afford an apartment up on the Drive. It’s all bunk about getting proper atmosphere. He’s got a cheap room and eats in cheap restaurants. Just press-agent bunk. So, you see, if you had taken a crack at his wallet, you’d probably have come out loser.”


    “Tho?” Tham said. “Well, that’s all right, then. Broke, ith he? Tho! Ath if I cared!”


    Tham walked on down the street, and Craddock allowed him to go. As soon as his back was turned, Tham began to grin. Craddock knew it all, did he? Merton was broke and trying to live cheap, was he? He rented a poor room and ate in cheap restaurants and pretended it was for art, did he? Well, Tham happened to know that he had coin—or that he had had it. Right now Tham had a roll of bills—


    “And I got ’em right under that thilly Craddock’th nothe,” he told himself. “I’ll bet it ith thome roll, too!”


    * * * *


    Safe in his room, Thubway Tham pulled the roll of bills from his pocket and sat down on the side of the bed to count the currency. It certainly was an imposing roll. On the outside was a ten-dollar bill. Tham peeled back the corner, and saw beneath it a five-dollar bill; then he peeled back the corner of that.


    Ten seconds later, Thubway Tham was standing in the middle of the room, tearing his hair and vowing that there should come a day when Booth Mansfield Merton should pay. Save for these two negotiable bills, the roll was stage money—merely a “flash” roll!


    Detective Craddock had been right. Merton was “broke,” but trying to keep up appearances, pretending prosperity where there was none.


    “And I perthithted,” said Tham mournfully. “I jutht hung on to that man! Perthithtenthe getth a man nothin’ in a cathe like thith. It ith jutht a wathte of time.”


    He looked down at the heap of stage money on the floor at his feet and then grinned. “It ith a good joke,” he said. “I’ll jutht keep that thtuff and flath it mythelf. And anyway, I gueth that fellow will know enough netht time not to inthult people as he pleatheth.”

  


  
    THE IDES OF MARCH, by E.W. Hornung


    I


    It was half-past twelve when I returned to the Albany as a last desperate resort. The scene of my disaster was much as I had left it. The baccarat-counters still strewed the table, with the empty glasses and the loaded ash-trays. A window had been opened to let the smoke out, and was letting in the fog instead. Raffles himself had merely discarded his dining jacket for one of his innumerable blazers. Yet he arched his eyebrows as though I had dragged him from his bed.


    “Forgotten something?” said he, when he saw me on his mat.


    “No,” said I, pushing past him without ceremony. And I led the way into his room with an impudence amazing to myself.


    “Not come back for your revenge, have you? Because I’m afraid I can’t give it to you single-handed. I was sorry myself that the others—”


    We were face to face by his fireside, and I cut him short.


    “Raffles,” said I, “you may well be surprised at my coming back in this way and at this hour. I hardly know you. I was never in your rooms before tonight. But I fagged for you at school, and you said you remembered me. Of course that’s no excuse; but will you listen to me—for two minutes?”


    In my emotion I had at first to struggle for every word; but his face reassured me as I went on, and I was not mistaken in its expression.


    “Certainly, my dear man,” said he; “as many minutes as you like. Have a Sullivan and sit down.” And he handed me his silver cigarette-case.


    “No,” said I, finding a full voice as I shook my head; “no, I won’t smoke, and I won’t sit down, thank you. Nor will you ask me to do either when you’ve heard what I have to say.”


    “Really?” said he, lighting his own cigarette with one clear blue eye upon me. “How do you know?”


    “Because you’ll probably show me the door,” I cried bitterly; “and you will be justified in doing it! But it’s no use beating about the bush. You know I dropped over two hundred just now?”


    He nodded.


    “I hadn’t the money in my pocket.”


    “I remember.”


    “But I had my check-book, and I wrote each of you a check at that desk.”


    “Well?”


    “Not one of them was worth the paper it was written on, Raffles. I am overdrawn already at my bank!”


    “Surely only for the moment?”


    “No. I have spent everything.”


    “But somebody told me you were so well off. I heard you had come in for money?”


    “So I did. Three years ago. It has been my curse; now it’s all gone—every penny! Yes, I’ve been a fool; there never was nor will be such a fool as I’ve been.… Isn’t this enough for you? Why don’t you turn me out?” He was walking up and down with a very long face instead.


    “Couldn’t your people do anything?” he asked at length.


    “Thank God,” I cried, “I have no people! I was an only child. I came in for everything there was. My one comfort is that they’re gone, and will never know.”


    I cast myself into a chair and hid my face. Raffles continued to pace the rich carpet that was of a piece with everything else in his rooms. There was no variation in his soft and even footfalls.


    “You used to be a literary little cuss,” he said at length; “didn’t you edit the mag. before you left? Anyway I recollect fagging you to do my verses; and literature of all sorts is the very thing nowadays; any fool can make a living at it.”


    I shook my head. “Any fool couldn’t write off my debts,” said I.


    “Then you have a flat somewhere?” he went on.


    “Yes, in Mount Street.”


    “Well, what about the furniture?”


    I laughed aloud in my misery. “There’s been a bill of sale on every stick for months!”


    And at that Raffles stood still, with raised eyebrows and stern eyes that I could meet the better now that he knew the worst; then, with a shrug, he resumed his walk, and for some minutes neither of us spoke. But in his handsome, unmoved face I read my fate and death-warrant; and with every breath I cursed my folly and my cowardice in coming to him at all. Because he had been kind to me at school, when he was captain of the eleven, and I his fag, I had dared to look for kindness from him now; because I was ruined, and he rich enough to play cricket all the summer, and do nothing for the rest of the year, I had fatuously counted on his mercy, his sympathy, his help! Yes, I had relied on him in my heart, for all my outward diffidence and humility; and I was rightly served. There was as little of mercy as of sympathy in that curling nostril, that rigid jaw, that cold blue eye which never glanced my way. I caught up my hat. I blundered to my feet. I would have gone without a word; but Raffles stood between me and the door.


    “Where are you going?” said he.


    “That’s my business,” I replied. “I won’t trouble YOU any more.”


    “Then how am I to help you?”


    “I didn’t ask your help.”


    “Then why come to me?”


    “Why, indeed!” I echoed. “Will you let me pass?”


    “Not until you tell me where you are going and what you mean to do.”


    “Can’t you guess?” I cried. And for many seconds we stood staring in each other’s eyes.


    “Have you got the pluck?” said he, breaking the spell in a tone so cynical that it brought my last drop of blood to the boil.


    “You shall see,” said I, as I stepped back and whipped the pistol from my overcoat pocket. “Now, will you let me pass or shall I do it here?”


    The barrel touched my temple, and my thumb the trigger. Mad with excitement as I was, ruined, dishonored, and now finally determined to make an end of my misspent life, my only surprise to this day is that I did not do so then and there. The despicable satisfaction of involving another in one’s destruction added its miserable appeal to my baser egoism; and had fear or horror flown to my companion’s face, I shudder to think I might have died diabolically happy with that look for my last impious consolation. It was the look that came instead which held my hand. Neither fear nor horror were in it; only wonder, admiration, and such a measure of pleased expectancy as caused me after all to pocket my revolver with an oath.


    “You devil!” I said. “I believe you wanted me to do it!”


    “Not quite,” was the reply, made with a little start, and a change of color that came too late. “To tell you the truth, though, I half thought you meant it, and I was never more fascinated in my life. I never dreamt you had such stuff in you, Bunny! No, I’m hanged if I let you go now. And you’d better not try that game again, for you won’t catch me stand and look on a second time. We must think of some way out of the mess. I had no idea you were a chap of that sort! There, let me have the gun.”


    One of his hands fell kindly on my shoulder, while the other slipped into my overcoat pocket, and I suffered him to deprive me of my weapon without a murmur. Nor was this simply because Raffles had the subtle power of making himself irresistible at will. He was beyond comparison the most masterful man whom I have ever known; yet my acquiescence was due to more than the mere subjection of the weaker nature to the stronger. The forlorn hope which had brought me to the Albany was turned as by magic into an almost staggering sense of safety. Raffles would help me after all! A. J. Raffles would be my friend! It was as though all the world had come round suddenly to my side; so far therefore from resisting his action, I caught and clasped his hand with a fervor as uncontrollable as the frenzy which had preceded it.


    “God bless you!” I cried. “Forgive me for everything. I will tell you the truth. I DID think you might help me in my extremity, though I well knew that I had no claim upon you. Still—for the old school’s sake—the sake of old times—I thought you might give me another chance. If you wouldn’t I meant to blow out my brains—and will still if you change your mind!”


    In truth I feared that it was changing, with his expression, even as I spoke, and in spite of his kindly tone and kindlier use of my old school nickname. His next words showed me my mistake.


    “What a boy it is for jumping to conclusions! I have my vices, Bunny, but backing and filling is not one of them. Sit down, my good fellow, and have a cigarette to soothe your nerves. I insist. Whiskey? The worst thing for you; here’s some coffee that I was brewing when you came in. Now listen to me. You speak of ’another chance.’ What do you mean? Another chance at baccarat? Not if I know it! You think the luck must turn; suppose it didn’t? We should only have made bad worse. No, my dear chap, you’ve plunged enough. Do you put yourself in my hands or do you not? Very well, then you plunge no more, and I undertake not to present my check. Unfortunately there are the other men; and still more unfortunately, Bunny, I’m as hard up at this moment as you are yourself!”


    It was my turn to stare at Raffles. “You?” I vociferated. “You hard up? How am I to sit here and believe that?”


    “Did I refuse to believe it of you?” he returned, smiling. “And, with your own experience, do you think that because a fellow has rooms in this place, and belongs to a club or two, and plays a little cricket, he must necessarily have a balance at the bank? I tell you, my dear man, that at this moment I’m as hard up as you ever were. I have nothing but my wits to live on—absolutely nothing else. It was as necessary for me to win some money this evening as it was for you. We’re in the same boat, Bunny; we’d better pull together.”


    “Together!” I jumped at it. “I’ll do anything in this world for you, Raffles,” I said, “if you really mean that you won’t give me away. Think of anything you like, and I’ll do it! I was a desperate man when I came here, and I’m just as desperate now. I don’t mind what I do if only I can get out of this without a scandal.”


    Again I see him, leaning back in one of the luxurious chairs with which his room was furnished. I see his indolent, athletic figure; his pale, sharp, clean-shaven features; his curly black hair; his strong, unscrupulous mouth. And again I feel the clear beam of his wonderful eye, cold and luminous as a star, shining into my brain—sifting the very secrets of my heart.


    “I wonder if you mean all that!” he said at length. “You do in your present mood; but who can back his mood to last? Still, there’s hope when a chap takes that tone. Now I think of it, too, you were a plucky little devil at school; you once did me rather a good turn, I recollect. Remember it, Bunny? Well, wait a bit, and perhaps I’ll be able to do you a better one. Give me time to think.”


    He got up, lit a fresh cigarette, and fell to pacing the room once more, but with a slower and more thoughtful step, and for a much longer period than before. Twice he stopped at my chair as though on the point of speaking, but each time he checked himself and resumed his stride in silence. Once he threw up the window, which he had shut some time since, and stood for some moments leaning out into the fog which filled the Albany courtyard. Meanwhile a clock on the chimney-piece struck one, and one again for the half-hour, without a word between us.


    Yet I not only kept my chair with patience, but I acquired an incongruous equanimity in that half-hour. Insensibly I had shifted my burden to the broad shoulders of this splendid friend, and my thoughts wandered with my eyes as the minutes passed. The room was the good-sized, square one, with the folding doors, the marble mantel-piece, and the gloomy, old-fashioned distinction peculiar to the Albany. It was charmingly furnished and arranged, with the right amount of negligence and the right amount of taste. What struck me most, however, was the absence of the usual insignia of a cricketer’s den. Instead of the conventional rack of war-worn bats, a carved oak bookcase, with every shelf in a litter, filled the better part of one wall; and where I looked for cricketing groups, I found reproductions of such works as “Love and Death” and “The Blessed Damozel,” in dusty frames and different parallels. The man might have been a minor poet instead of an athlete of the first water. But there had always been a fine streak of aestheticism in his complex composition; some of these very pictures I had myself dusted in his study at school; and they set me thinking of yet another of his many sides—and of the little incident to which he had just referred.


    Everybody knows how largely the tone of a public school depends on that of the eleven, and on the character of the captain of cricket in particular; and I have never heard it denied that in A. J. Raffles’s time our tone was good, or that such influence as he troubled to exert was on the side of the angels. Yet it was whispered in the school that he was in the habit of parading the town at night in loud checks and a false beard. It was whispered, and disbelieved. I alone knew it for a fact; for night after night had I pulled the rope up after him when the rest of the dormitory were asleep, and kept awake by the hour to let it down again on a given signal. Well, one night he was over-bold, and within an ace of ignominious expulsion in the hey-day of his fame. Consummate daring and extraordinary nerve on his part, aided, doubtless, by some little presence of mind on mine, averted the untoward result; and no more need be said of a discreditable incident. But I cannot pretend to have forgotten it in throwing myself on this man’s mercy in my desperation. And I was wondering how much of his leniency was owing to the fact that Raffles had not forgotten it either, when he stopped and stood over my chair once more.


    “I’ve been thinking of that night we had the narrow squeak,” he began. “Why do you start?”


    “I was thinking of it too.”


    He smiled, as though he had read my thoughts.


    “Well, you were the right sort of little beggar then, Bunny; you didn’t talk and you didn’t flinch. You asked no questions and you told no tales. I wonder if you’re like that now?”


    “I don’t know,” said I, slightly puzzled by his tone. “I’ve made such a mess of my own affairs that I trust myself about as little as I’m likely to be trusted by anybody else. Yet I never in my life went back on a friend. I will say that, otherwise perhaps I mightn’t be in such a hole tonight.”


    “Exactly,” said Raffles, nodding to himself, as though in assent to some hidden train of thought; “exactly what I remember of you, and I’ll bet it’s as true now as it was ten years ago. We don’t alter, Bunny. We only develop. I suppose neither you nor I are really altered since you used to let down that rope and I used to come up it hand over hand. You would stick at nothing for a pal—what?”


    “At nothing in this world,” I was pleased to cry.


    “Not even at a crime?” said Raffles, smiling.


    I stopped to think, for his tone had changed, and I felt sure he was chaffing me. Yet his eye seemed as much in earnest as ever, and for my part I was in no mood for reservations.


    “No, not even at that,” I declared; “name your crime, and I’m your man.”


    He looked at me one moment in wonder, and another moment in doubt; then turned the matter off with a shake of his head, and the little cynical laugh that was all his own.


    “You’re a nice chap, Bunny! A real desperate character—what? Suicide one moment, and any crime I like the next! What you want is a drag, my boy, and you did well to come to a decent law-abiding citizen with a reputation to lose. None the less we must have that money tonight—by hook or crook.”


    “Tonight, Raffles?”


    “The sooner the better. Every hour after ten o’clock tomorrow morning is an hour of risk. Let one of those checks get round to your own bank, and you and it are dishonored together. No, we must raise the wind tonight and re-open your account first thing tomorrow. And I rather think I know where the wind can be raised.”


    “At two o’clock in the morning?”


    “Yes.”


    “But how—but where—at such an hour?”


    “From a friend of mine here in Bond Street.”


    “He must be a very intimate friend!”


    “Intimate’s not the word. I have the run of his place and a latch-key all to myself.”


    “You would knock him up at this hour of the night?”


    “If he’s in bed.”


    “And it’s essential that I should go in with you?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “Then I must; but I’m bound to say I don’t like the idea, Raffles.”


    “Do you prefer the alternative?” asked my companion, with a sneer. “No, hang it, that’s unfair!” he cried apologetically in the same breath. “I quite understand. It’s a beastly ordeal. But it would never do for you to stay outside. I tell you what, you shall have a peg before we start—just one. There’s the whiskey, here’s a syphon, and I’ll be putting on an overcoat while you help yourself.”


    Well, I daresay I did so with some freedom, for this plan of his was not the less distasteful to me from its apparent inevitability. I must own, however, that it possessed fewer terrors before my glass was empty. Meanwhile Raffles rejoined me, with a covert coat over his blazer, and a soft felt hat set carelessly on the curly head he shook with a smile as I passed him the decanter.


    “When we come back,” said he. “Work first, play afterward. Do you see what day it is?” he added, tearing a leaflet from a Shakespearian calendar, as I drained my glass. “March 15th. ‘The Ides of March, the Ides of March, remember.’ Eh, Bunny, my boy? You won’t forget them, will you?”


    And, with a laugh, he threw some coals on the fire before turning down the gas like a careful householder. So we went out together as the clock on the chimney-piece was striking two.


    II


    Piccadilly was a trench of raw white fog, rimmed with blurred street-lamps, and lined with a thin coating of adhesive mud. We met no other wayfarers on the deserted flagstones, and were ourselves favored with a very hard stare from the constable of the beat, who, however, touched his helmet on recognizing my companion.


    “You see, I’m known to the police,” laughed Raffles as we passed on. “Poor devils, they’ve got to keep their weather eye open on a night like this! A fog may be a bore to you and me, Bunny, but it’s a perfect godsend to the criminal classes, especially so late in their season. Here we are, though—and I’m hanged if the beggar isn’t in bed and asleep after all!”


    We had turned into Bond Street, and had halted on the curb a few yards down on the right. Raffles was gazing up at some windows across the road, windows barely discernible through the mist, and without the glimmer of a light to throw them out. They were over a jeweller’s shop, as I could see by the peep-hole in the shop door, and the bright light burning within. But the entire “upper part,” with the private street-door next the shop, was black and blank as the sky itself.


    “Better give it up for tonight,” I urged. “Surely the morning will be time enough!”


    “Not a bit of it,” said Raffles. “I have his key. We’ll surprise him. Come along.”


    And seizing my right arm, he hurried me across the road, opened the door with his latch-key, and in another moment had shut it swiftly but softly behind us. We stood together in the dark. Outside, a measured step was approaching; we had heard it through the fog as we crossed the street; now, as it drew nearer, my companion’s fingers tightened on my arm.


    “It may be the chap himself,” he whispered. “He’s the devil of a night-bird. Not a sound, Bunny! We’ll startle the life out of him. Ah!”


    The measured step had passed without a pause. Raffles drew a deep breath, and his singular grip of me slowly relaxed.


    “But still, not a sound,” he continued in the same whisper; “we’ll take a rise out of him, wherever he is! Slip off your shoes and follow me.”


    Well, you may wonder at my doing so; but you can never have met A. J. Raffles. Half his power lay in a conciliating trick of sinking the commander in the leader. And it was impossible not to follow one who led with such a zest. You might question, but you followed first. So now, when I heard him kick off his own shoes, I did the same, and was on the stairs at his heels before I realized what an extraordinary way was this of approaching a stranger for money in the dead of night. But obviously Raffles and he were on exceptional terms of intimacy, and I could not but infer that they were in the habit of playing practical jokes upon each other.


    We groped our way so slowly upstairs that I had time to make more than one note before we reached the top. The stair was uncarpeted. The spread fingers of my right hand encountered nothing on the damp wall; those of my left trailed through a dust that could be felt on the banisters. An eerie sensation had been upon me since we entered the house. It increased with every step we climbed. What hermit were we going to startle in his cell?


    We came to a landing. The banisters led us to the left, and to the left again. Four steps more, and we were on another and a longer landing, and suddenly a match blazed from the black. I never heard it struck. Its flash was blinding. When my eyes became accustomed to the light, there was Raffles holding up the match with one hand, and shading it with the other, between bare boards, stripped walls, and the open doors of empty rooms.


    “Where have you brought me?” I cried. “The house is unoccupied!”


    “Hush! Wait!” he whispered, and he led the way into one of the empty rooms. His match went out as we crossed the threshold, and he struck another without the slightest noise. Then he stood with his back to me, fumbling with something that I could not see. But, when he threw the second match away, there was some other light in its stead, and a slight smell of oil. I stepped forward to look over his shoulder, but before I could do so he had turned and flashed a tiny lantern in my face.


    “What’s this?” I gasped. “What rotten trick are you going to play?”


    “It’s played,” he answered, with his quiet laugh.


    “On me?”


    “I am afraid so, Bunny.”


    “Is there no one in the house, then?”


    “No one but ourselves.”


    “So it was mere chaff about your friend in Bond Street, who could let us have that money?”


    “Not altogether. It’s quite true that Danby is a friend of mine.”


    “Danby?”


    “The jeweller underneath.”


    “What do you mean?” I whispered, trembling like a leaf as his meaning dawned upon me. “Are we to get the money from the jeweller?”


    “Well, not exactly.”


    “What, then?”


    “The equivalent—from his shop.”


    There was no need for another question. I understood everything but my own density. He had given me a dozen hints, and I had taken none. And there I stood staring at him, in that empty room; and there he stood with his dark lantern, laughing at me.


    “A burglar!” I gasped. “You—you!”


    “I told you I lived by my wits.”


    “Why couldn’t you tell me what you were going to do? Why couldn’t you trust me? Why must you lie?” I demanded, piqued to the quick for all my horror.


    “I wanted to tell you,” said he. “I was on the point of telling you more than once. You may remember how I sounded you about crime, though you have probably forgotten what you said yourself. I didn’t think you meant it at the time, but I thought I’d put you to the test. Now I see you didn’t, and I don’t blame you. I only am to blame. Get out of it, my dear boy, as quick as you can; leave it to me. You won’t give me away, whatever else you do!”


    Oh, his cleverness! His fiendish cleverness! Had he fallen back on threats, coercion, sneers, all might have been different even yet. But he set me free to leave him in the lurch. He would not blame me. He did not even bind me to secrecy; he trusted me. He knew my weakness and my strength, and was playing on both with his master’s touch.


    “Not so fast,” said I. “Did I put this into your head, or were you going to do it in any case?”


    “Not in any case,” said Raffles. “It’s true I’ve had the key for days, but when I won tonight I thought of chucking it; for, as a matter of fact, it’s not a one-man job.”


    “That settles it. I’m your man.”


    “You mean it?”


    “Yes—for tonight.”


    “Good old Bunny,” he murmured, holding the lantern for one moment to my face; the next he was explaining his plans, and I was nodding, as though we had been fellow-cracksmen all our days.


    “I know the shop,” he whispered, “because I’ve got a few things there. I know this upper part too; it’s been to let for a month, and I got an order to view, and took a cast of the key before using it. The one thing I don’t know is how to make a connection between the two; at present there’s none. We may make it up here, though I rather fancy the basement myself. If you wait a minute I’ll tell you.”


    He set his lantern on the floor, crept to a back window, and opened it with scarcely a sound: only to return, shaking his head, after shutting the window with the same care.


    “That was our one chance,” said he; “a back window above a back window; but it’s too dark to see anything, and we daren’t show an outside light. Come down after me to the basement; and remember, though there’s not a soul on the premises, you can’t make too little noise. There—there—listen to that!”


    It was the measured tread that we had heard before on the flagstones outside. Raffles darkened his lantern, and again we stood motionless till it had passed.


    “Either a policeman,” he muttered, “or a watchman that all these jewellers run between them. The watchman’s the man for us to watch; he’s simply paid to spot this kind of thing.”


    We crept very gingerly down the stairs, which creaked a bit in spite of us, and we picked up our shoes in the passage; then down some narrow stone steps, at the foot of which Raffles showed his light, and put on his shoes once more, bidding me do the same in a rather louder tone than he had permitted himself to employ overhead. We were now considerably below the level of the street, in a small space with as many doors as it had sides. Three were ajar, and we saw through them into empty cellars; but in the fourth a key was turned and a bolt drawn; and this one presently let us out into the bottom of a deep, square well of fog. A similar door faced it across this area, and Raffles had the lantern close against it, and was hiding the light with his body, when a short and sudden crash made my heart stand still. Next moment I saw the door wide open, and Raffles standing within and beckoning me with a jimmy.


    “Door number one,” he whispered. “Deuce knows how many more there’ll be, but I know of two at least. We won’t have to make much noise over them, either; down here there’s less risk.”


    We were now at the bottom of the exact fellow to the narrow stone stair which we had just descended: the yard, or well, being the one part common to both the private and the business premises. But this flight led to no open passage; instead, a singularly solid mahogany door confronted us at the top.


    “I thought so,” muttered Raffles, handing me the lantern, and pocketing a bunch of skeleton keys, after tampering for a few minutes with the lock. “It’ll be an hour’s work to get through that!”


    “Can’t you pick it?”


    “No: I know these locks. It’s no use trying. We must cut it out, and it’ll take us an hour.”


    It took us forty-seven minutes by my watch; or, rather, it took Raffles; and never in my life have I seen anything more deliberately done. My part was simply to stand by with the dark lantern in one hand, and a small bottle of rock-oil in the other.


    Raffles had produced a pretty embroidered case, intended obviously for his razors, but filled instead with the tools of his secret trade, including the rock-oil. From this case he selected a “bit,” capable of drilling a hole an inch in diameter, and fitted it to a small but very strong steel “brace.” Then he took off his covert-coat and his blazer, spread them neatly on the top step—knelt on them—turned up his shirt cuffs—and went to work with brace-and-bit near the key-hole. But first he oiled the bit to minimize the noise, and this he did invariably before beginning a fresh hole, and often in the middle of one. It took thirty-two separate borings to cut around that lock.


    I noticed that through the first circular orifice Raffles thrust a forefinger; then, as the circle became an ever-lengthening oval, he got his hand through up to the thumb; and I heard him swear softly to himself.


    “I was afraid so!”


    “What is it?”


    “An iron gate on the other side!”


    “How on earth are we to get through that?” I asked in dismay.


    “Pick the lock. But there may be two. In that case they’ll be top and bottom, and we shall have two fresh holes to make, as the door opens inwards. It won’t open two inches as it is.”


    I confess I did not feel sanguine about the lock-picking, seeing that one lock had baffled us already; and my disappointment and impatience must have been a revelation to me had I stopped to think. The truth is that I was entering into our nefarious undertaking with an involuntary zeal of which I was myself quite unconscious at the time. The romance and the peril of the whole proceeding held me spellbound and entranced. My moral sense and my sense of fear were stricken by a common paralysis. And there I stood, shining my light and holding my phial with a keener interest than I had ever brought to any honest avocation. And there knelt A. J. Raffles, with his black hair tumbled, and the same watchful, quiet, determined half-smile with which I have seen him send down over after over in a county match!


    At last the chain of holes was complete, the lock wrenched out bodily, and a splendid bare arm plunged up to the shoulder through the aperture, and through the bars of the iron gate beyond.


    “Now,” whispered Raffles, “if there’s only one lock it’ll be in the middle. Joy! Here it is! Only let me pick it, and we’re through at last.”


    He withdrew his arm, a skeleton key was selected from the bunch, and then back went his arm to the shoulder. It was a breathless moment. I heard the heart throbbing in my body, the very watch ticking in my pocket, and ever and anon the tinkle-tinkle of the skeleton key. Then—at last—there came a single unmistakable click. In another minute the mahogany door and the iron gate yawned behind us; and Raffles was sitting on an office table, wiping his face, with the lantern throwing a steady beam by his side.


    We were now in a bare and roomy lobby behind the shop, but separated therefrom by an iron curtain, the very sight of which filled me with despair. Raffles, however, did not appear in the least depressed, but hung up his coat and hat on some pegs in the lobby before examining this curtain with his lantern.


    “That’s nothing,” said he, after a minute’s inspection; “we’ll be through that in no time, but there’s a door on the other side which may give us trouble.”


    “Another door!” I groaned. “And how do you mean to tackle this thing?”


    “Prise it up with the jointed jimmy. The weak point of these iron curtains is the leverage you can get from below. But it makes a noise, and this is where you’re coming in, Bunny; this is where I couldn’t do without you. I must have you overhead to knock through when the street’s clear. I’ll come with you and show a light.”


    Well, you may imagine how little I liked the prospect of this lonely vigil; and yet there was something very stimulating in the vital responsibility which it involved. Hitherto I had been a mere spectator. Now I was to take part in the game. And the fresh excitement made me more than ever insensible to those considerations of conscience and of safety which were already as dead nerves in my breast.


    So I took my post without a murmur in the front room above the shop. The fixtures had been left for the refusal of the incoming tenant, and fortunately for us they included Venetian blinds which were already down. It was the simplest matter in the world to stand peeping through the laths into the street, to beat twice with my foot when anybody was approaching, and once when all was clear again. The noises that even I could hear below, with the exception of one metallic crash at the beginning, were indeed incredibly slight; but they ceased altogether at each double rap from my toe; and a policeman passed quite half a dozen times beneath my eyes, and the man whom I took to be the jeweller’s watchman oftener still, during the better part of an hour that I spent at the window. Once, indeed, my heart was in my mouth, but only once. It was when the watchman stopped and peered through the peep-hole into the lighted shop. I waited for his whistle—I waited for the gallows or the gaol! But my signals had been studiously obeyed, and the man passed on in undisturbed serenity.


    In the end I had a signal in my turn, and retraced my steps with lighted matches, down the broad stairs, down the narrow ones, across the area, and up into the lobby where Raffles awaited me with an outstretched hand.


    “Well done, my boy!” said he. “You’re the same good man in a pinch, and you shall have your reward. I’ve got a thousand pounds’ worth if I’ve got a penn’oth. It’s all in my pockets. And here’s something else I found in this locker; very decent port and some cigars, meant for poor dear Danby’s business friends. Take a pull, and you shall light up presently. I’ve found a lavatory, too, and we must have a wash-and-brush-up before we go, for I’m as black as your boot.”


    The iron curtain was down, but he insisted on raising it until I could peep through the glass door on the other side and see his handiwork in the shop beyond. Here two electric lights were left burning all night long, and in their cold white rays I could at first see nothing amiss. I looked along an orderly lane, an empty glass counter on my left, glass cupboards of untouched silver on my right, and facing me the filmy black eye of the peep-hole that shone like a stage moon on the street. The counter had not been emptied by Raffles; its contents were in the Chubb’s safe, which he had given up at a glance; nor had he looked at the silver, except to choose a cigarette case for me. He had confined himself entirely to the shop window. This was in three compartments, each secured for the night by removable panels with separate locks. Raffles had removed them a few hours before their time, and the electric light shone on a corrugated shutter bare as the ribs of an empty carcase. Every article of value was gone from the one place which was invisible from the little window in the door; elsewhere all was as it had been left overnight. And but for a train of mangled doors behind the iron curtain, a bottle of wine and a cigar-box with which liberties had been taken, a rather black towel in the lavatory, a burnt match here and there, and our finger-marks on the dusty banisters, not a trace of our visit did we leave.


    “Had it in my head for long?” said Raffles, as we strolled through the streets towards dawn, for all the world as though we were returning from a dance. “No, Bunny, I never thought of it till I saw that upper part empty about a month ago, and bought a few things in the shop to get the lie of the land. That reminds me that I never paid for them; but, by Jove, I will tomorrow, and if that isn’t poetic justice, what is? One visit showed me the possibilities of the place, but a second convinced me of its impossibilities without a pal. So I had practically given up the idea, when you came along on the very night and in the very plight for it! But here we are at the Albany, and I hope there’s some fire left; for I don’t know how you feel, Bunny, but for my part I’m as cold as Keats’s owl.”


    He could think of Keats on his way from a felony! He could hanker for his fireside like another! Floodgates were loosed within me, and the plain English of our adventure rushed over me as cold as ice. Raffles was a burglar. I had helped him to commit one burglary, therefore I was a burglar, too. Yet I could stand and warm myself by his fire, and watch him empty his pockets, as though we had done nothing wonderful or wicked!


    My blood froze. My heart sickened. My brain whirled. How I had liked this villain! How I had admired him! Now my liking and admiration must turn to loathing and disgust. I waited for the change. I longed to feel it in my heart. But—I longed and I waited in vain!


    I saw that he was emptying his pockets; the table sparkled with their hoard. Rings by the dozen, diamonds by the score; bracelets, pendants, aigrettes, necklaces, pearls, rubies, amethysts, sapphires; and diamonds always, diamonds in everything, flashing bayonets of light, dazzling me—blinding me—making me disbelieve because I could no longer forget. Last of all came no gem, indeed, but my own revolver from an inner pocket. And that struck a chord. I suppose I said something—my hand flew out. I can see Raffles now, as he looked at me once more with a high arch over each clear eye. I can see him pick out the cartridges with his quiet, cynical smile, before he would give me my pistol back again.


    “You mayn’t believe it, Bunny,” said he, “but I never carried a loaded one before. On the whole I think it gives one confidence. Yet it would be very awkward if anything went wrong; one might use it, and that’s not the game at all, though I have often thought that the murderer who has just done the trick must have great sensations before things get too hot for him. Don’t look so distressed, my dear chap. I’ve never had those sensations, and I don’t suppose I ever shall.”


    “But this much you have done before?” said I hoarsely.


    “Before? My dear Bunny, you offend me! Did it look like a first attempt? Of course I have done it before.”


    “Often?”


    “Well—no! Not often enough to destroy the charm, at all events; never, as a matter of fact, unless I’m cursedly hard up. Did you hear about the Thimbleby diamonds? Well, that was the last time—and a poor lot of paste they were. Then there was the little business of the Dormer house-boat at Henley last year. That was mine also—such as it was. I’ve never brought off a really big coup yet; when I do I shall chuck it up.”


    Yes, I remembered both cases very well. To think that he was their author! It was incredible, outrageous, inconceivable. Then my eyes would fall upon the table, twinkling and glittering in a hundred places, and incredulity was at an end.


    “How came you to begin?” I asked, as curiosity overcame mere wonder, and a fascination for his career gradually wove itself into my fascination for the man.


    “Ah! that’s a long story,” said Raffles. “It was in the Colonies, when I was out there playing cricket. It’s too long a story to tell you now, but I was in much the same fix that you were in tonight, and it was my only way out. I never meant it for anything more; but I’d tasted blood, and it was all over with me. Why should I work when I could steal? Why settle down to some humdrum uncongenial billet, when excitement, romance, danger and a decent living were all going begging together? Of course it’s very wrong, but we can’t all be moralists, and the distribution of wealth is very wrong to begin with. Besides, you’re not at it all the time. I’m sick of quoting Gilbert’s lines to myself, but they’re profoundly true. I only wonder if you’ll like the life as much as I do!”


    “Like it?” I cried out. “Not I! It’s no life for me. Once is enough!”


    “You wouldn’t give me a hand another time?”


    “Don’t ask me, Raffles. Don’t ask me, for God’s sake!”


    “Yet you said you would do anything for me! You asked me to name my crime! But I knew at the time you didn’t mean it; you didn’t go back on me tonight, and that ought to satisfy me, goodness knows! I suppose I’m ungrateful, and unreasonable, and all that. I ought to let it end at this. But you’re the very man for me, Bunny, the—very—man! Just think how we got through tonight. Not a scratch—not a hitch! There’s nothing very terrible in it, you see; there never would be, while we worked together.”


    He was standing in front of me with a hand on either shoulder; he was smiling as he knew so well how to smile. I turned on my heel, planted my elbows on the chimney-piece, and my burning head between my hands. Next instant a still heartier hand had fallen on my back.


    “All right, my boy! You are quite right and I’m worse than wrong. I’ll never ask it again. Go, if you want to, and come again about mid-day for the cash. There was no bargain; but, of course, I’ll get you out of your scrape—especially after the way you’ve stood by me tonight.”


    I was round again with my blood on fire.


    “I’ll do it again,” I said, through my teeth.


    He shook his head. “Not you,” he said, smiling quite good-humoredly on my insane enthusiasm.


    “I will,” I cried with an oath. “I’ll lend you a hand as often as you like! What does it matter now? I’ve been in it once. I’ll be in it again. I’ve gone to the devil anyhow. I can’t go back, and wouldn’t if I could. Nothing matters another rap! When you want me, I’m your man!”


    And that is how Raffles and I joined felonious forces on the Ides of March.

  


  
    PINPRICK, by Skadi meic Beorh


    A wee girl with two pinpricks for a nose smiled at me through her narrow mansion window, her big black eyes glistening like carrion beetles in the morning sunshine. Her fingers and the stone sill where she stood were smeared with fresh blood. She had killed something, but her features showed a lunacy that would send her to relatives if what she had slain was human, and give her a slap on the wrist if ’twas only her dog.


    It turned out to be human—and ’twas my lot in life to be hired by the butler, a Mr. Renault, as the child’s personal coachman. My first assignment was, the following morning, to drive Charlotte from her home in Rathmines, Dublin through the Wicklow Mountains to her uncle’s manor in Corsillagh. It would be a long day’s journey forcing us to pass through Gleann na Gruagh, a gloomy glen haunted by highwaymen and other denizens of low social esteem. Under no circumstance whatever was I to allow her to exit the four-in-hand (her privy needs while traveling to be met with a chamber pot). I dozed an hour at most that night, my mind unable to extricate itself from wondering who the babe had axed to death that sunny morn.


    * * * *


    As one may imagine, when we reached the darkest portion of the glen we were indeed waylaid and told to stand and deliver, for ’twas our money or our lives. Charlotte swung open the door of the coach and smiled, and the masked highwaymen smiled with their eyes, taken aback at her sweetness. She then drew two flintlocks and slew them who had hailed us so boldly, a ball entering an eye socket of one, the breast of the other.


    “Pinprick!” I said. “Get back in! Quickly! They were not the only two cutthroats living here!”


    “I like that you call me ‘Pinprick,’ Mister Coachman,” she said as she swung herself back into her seat and slammed the door shut. “I have a crossbow and full quiver, Mister Coachman. What do you have up there?”


    “Nothing to your concern,” I replied as I snapped the reins so hard all four horses whinnied in anger. I figured now why I had been sent on the precarious journey alone. No need for extra servants when not required!


    “I don’t like mean people, Mister Coachman. You should be nice to me. My fingers do bad things to people who speak harshly. To me.”


    “So I hear,” I whispered, hoping she hadn’t heard me.


    “I heard you,” she said.


    * * * *


    Inexplicably, we escaped the glen without further incident. We were moving along at a fair clip when, to the curdling of my blood, I registered a piercing scream which nearly unseated me. It was followed by a “Stop!”


    Did I stop? Of course I stopped. My father went to his grave providing me with an education, which included knowing when I was out of my depth with terrible enfants.


    “There once was a man from Kilkennyyy,” Charlotte sang as she relieved herself behind a spiny blackthorn, “who thought he would never get anyyy…”


    I plugged my ears with my forefingers and closed my eyes. This was not happening to me. This was not happening to me.


    “Listen to my rhyme, Mister Coachman.”


    “Must I, Pinprick?” I heard myself ask.


    “If you choose not,” the wee murderess replied as she brushed my sleeve with fingers still bloodstained from the morning before. Why hadn’t someone washed her hands? God in Heaven! I begged my guardian angels to guide me safely to her awaiting Uncle Pilchard. (An outrider had gone ahead with the revolting news.) I suddenly felt an indomitable angelic presence, which indeed was comforting, and my belief remained constant that God will not put upon His children any more than we can bear. But why had I been chosen, of those with far better credentials (fellow murderers, for example), to escort a diminutive Elizabeth Bathory! Surely this was another instance, as with Job, where the Devil had wagered with God concerning my ability to endure the unthinkable—and God had accepted the challenge!


    “Mister Coachman?”


    “Yes, Miss Pilchard?”


    “Please call me ‘Pinprick.’”


    “Yes, Miss Pinprick.”


    “‘Pinprick’ by itself will do.”


    “Right. Pinprick. What can I do for you?” I asked as I opened the coach door and released the stairs for her.


    “Well …” she replied as she rolled her eyes, “I’m hungry, and the basket of food prepared for me is not to my liking. I don’t care for soda bread and apples much.”


    My blood went icy. This meant that we had to stop again at Kilmacullough, which was only down the way, and purchase whatever would be to her heart’s delight.


    “I wish to use my crossbow and kill something to eat. Like Robin Hood,” she said.


    I went light-headed and fell against the lacquered coach, the sweat on my ungloved hand causing me to slip quickly along the surface so that my next contact was an eyebrow on the brass lamp.


    “Mister Coachman? Did you see something that frightened you?” she asked me as she snapped her head to gaze into a nearby stand of gorse. “Ooooo! You’re bleeding!”


    “Yes, as a matter of fact I did see something frightening,” I replied, trying to staunch the seepage of blood with my kerchief.


    “What was it? What did you see that terrified you?” she asked as she bounced on her toes, an unsettling glee in her voice.


    Not answering her, which made her pinch her lips together and glare at me, I found strength enough to help her back to her seat, and to find mine. It would have only been a few more leagues and we would have arrived, safe if not sound. But now we needed to stop again so that she could kill something. What would she kill? And how would we cook it? We would be all night reaching our destination at this rate, and my post would most likely be lost. I may even be put into custody for kidnapping.


    We drove on.


    “Stop at the wee wood near Kilmacull, Mister Coachman,” cried Charlotte as she thrust her head out of the window. “We’re near there now. I can tell by the sweeter air. And, we just passed Bloodland.”


    I couldn’t help myself. “Bloodland?” I cried, trying to direct my voice backward at full gallop.


    “It’s nothing, Mister Coachman,” she cried back, and we rode on in silence as I reflected upon driving straight past ‘the wee wood near Kilmacull,’ but then considered that a crossbow arrow could easily pierce the roof of the coach.


    “Good thinking,” she said.


    I froze where I sat.


    * * * *


    “Here, Mister Coachman. Pull over here. See the wee wood?”


    Seeing a copse of oak growing in front of farmland, I said not a word as I slowed the team, dismounted and prepared to water them. I was glad ’twas near Summer Solstice, for we had many hours of light left though my pocket watch showed half past five.


    “Do you like my crossbow, Mister Coachman?”


    I turned and saw that the medieval weapon which had singly altered the face of warfare in that era was now pointed, loaded with an arrow, at my privy parts. I hopped like a man on fire and hid myself behind the nearest tree.


    “I wasn’t going to shoot you, Mister Coachman.”


    “What were you going … going to do then? Frighten me to death?”


    “Maybe. And careful with your tone,” she replied. “I have funny fingers. They like to dance.” Then she tromped off into the wood, likely glad they had dressed her in knee pants.


    * * * *


    The team ’ostled properly, I climbed back into my seat and, shaking like sheep fuzz in a breeze, packed my oom-paul pipe with a rich cherry tobacco, lit it, and tried to relax.


    “Mister Coachman!”


    I do not remember taking myself down from the four-in-hand. Nor do I remember running into the wood. After Charlotte’s scream coloring the surrounds like a nightmare, my first recollection is seeing the handsome lad crawling toward me, his eyes bulging as he gasped for air, an arrow piercing his left jugular and spine.


    “I got one!” Charlotte cried. “One of the shepherd lads! Oh, will he be tender enough to eat? I hope I haven’t made a mistake, Mister Coachman.” With her words she fired another arrow from the evil contraption, this one squarely entering his heart. He fell with a thump to the dewy grass.


    “Mmmm, smells wonderful, doesn’t it? I so love the scent of freshly spilled blood. They wouldn’t let me eat …”


    I had the crossbow in one hand and Charlotte in the other, dragging her by the collar back to the coach. How I accomplished it I do not to this day know, but soon I had the child tied securely and placed in her seat. Later I wished I had gagged her, but chose not to stop yet again to risk some kind of mishap such as a bite to my own jugular, or perhaps the employment of some hidden weapon I was unaware of.


    * * * *


    Two tall footmen, several servants, and Charlotte’s uncle all appeared as if they greeted the ‘Ooser’ itself as we arrived. When I was ushered into the Great House, for fear that I was dying, a quick glimpse into an outsized wall mirror showed me the reason for their pallid complexions. Though I knew the reflected figure to be me, the green skin and disheveled hair of a lunatic were completely incongruent with my usual demeanor.


    “Sir!” Lord Perrault whispered as he waved all servants but his footmen away. “What is the meaning of your arrival here with my niece?”


    “Arrival?” I asked, still very much dazed.


    “Aye! Were you not properly briefed?”


    “What … should I have been briefed about, sir?” I managed to say.


    Lord Perrault looked to his footmen and the few family members who had entered the room. He then turned back to me.


    “Based upon your, ah, curriculum vitae, shall we say,” the rich man replied, “you were hired to perform a certain service for the family.”


    “I am afraid I do not follow you, sir,” I replied. “I have done as requested. The child is quite safe, though I do apologize for her being bound. I can explain.”


    The gentleman closed his eyes as beads of sweat erupted over his features. “Are … you not John Copper, newly released from Dublin Castle gaol to, shall we say, serve the Pilchard-Perrault clan with a most necessary but particularly unsavory duty?”


    “Copper? Copper, did you say? No, my surname is Coppe. I am John Coppe.”


    “Oh God in Heaven,” he replied. “There has been a terrible mistake. The rush and bustle of yesterday, surely. All the confusion. May … may I ask, Mr. Coppe, how came you to be hired?”


    “A reputable reference made an appointment for me a fortnight ago,” I said.


    “That damned butler Renault!” came Perrault’s reply. “His infernal loss of memory has caused us far too much pain this time round!”


    “Sir,” I said, “if I may be permitted. I am quite sure that I do not understand what has happened. Mr. Renault was quite cordial, if a bit flustered. Might I inquire into the particulars, even a wee bit, in order to clear my own mind?”


    Lord Perrault again looked about him, and, I assume, receiving a familial consolation invisible to me, perhaps because of my own bedraggled state, turned back and placed his large hand on my shoulder.


    “You sir—or I should say the murderer John Copper—were hired to dispatch that devil Charlotte somewhere on the highway from Dublin.”


    “Not my sweet Pinprick,” I whispered.


    “Say you something, Mr. Coppe?”


    * * * *


    Having with a purloined bag of currency made amends to the clans of the two murdered thieves (one of which, ironically, had been John Copper deciding not to make himself present for his Pilchard Manor assignment once released from gaol for that particular duty), Charlotte and I today abide in a comfortable stone cottage hidden in the olden oaks and ash of Gleann na Gruagh. Though my education and my father’s memory may be sullied by my present actions, I could not see the disturbed child assassinated over a condition of mind completely out of her control.


    We do well for ourselves when the affluent travel through this perpetually shadowed woodland. Furthermore, Charlotte has taught me to fashion and fletch crossbow arrows.


    ~ John Coppe, Highwayman
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    THE RED HERRING, by William Hope Hodgson


    S.S. Calypso


    August 10


    We docked this morning, and the customs gave us the very devil of a turnout; but they found nothing.


    “We shall get you, one of these days, Captain Gault,” the head of the searchers told me. “We’ve gone through you pretty carefully; but I’m not satisfied. We’ve had information that I could swear was sound; but where you’ve hidden the stuff I’ll confess stumps me.”


    “Don’t be so infernally ready to give the dog the bad name, and then add insult to injury by trying to hang him,” I said. “You know you’ve never caught me yet trying to shove stuff through.”


    The head searcher laughed.


    “Don’t rub it in, Captain,” he said. “That’s just it! Take the last little flutter of yours, with the pigeons, and the way you made money both ways, both on the hens and on the diamonds; and all the rest of your devil’s tricks. You’ve got the nerve! You ought to be able to retire by now.”


    “I’m afraid I’m neither so fortunate nor so clever as you seem to think, Mr. Anderson,” I told him. “You had no right to kill my hens, and I made your man apologize for his abominable suggestion about the pigeons!”


    “You did so, Cap’n,” he said. “But we’ll get you yet. And I’ll eat my hat if you get a thing through the gates this time, even if we’ve missed finding it now. We’re bound to get you at last. Good morning, Captain.”


    “Good morning, Mr. Anderson,” I said. And he went ashore.


    There you have the position. I’ve got six thousand dollars’ worth of pearls in a remarkable little hiding place of my own aboard; and somehow word has been passed to the Customs, and it’s going to make the getting of them ashore a deuced diflicult thing, that will take some planning. All my old methods they’re up to. Besides, I never try the same plan twice, if I can help it; for it is altogether too risky.


    And a lot of them are not half so practicable as they appear at first. That carrier-pigeon idea, for instance, was both good and bad; but Mr. Brown and I lost nearly a thousand pounds’ worth of stones through it; for there’s a class of oaf with a gun who would shoot his own mother-in-law, if she passed him on wings. Perhaps he’d not be really to blame in such circumstances; but he is certainly to blame when he looses off at a “carrier.” Any shooting man should be able to recognize them from the common or garden variety. But I fancy the afore-mentioned oaf does the recognizing cheerfully, and shoots promptly. Some of these gentlemen must have made a haul! That was why we never loosed off the pigeons before reaching port. We never meant to trust all that value in the air, except as a last resort.


    Anyway, Mr. Anderson and his lot have got it in for me; and I shall have a job to get the stuff safely into the right hands by the twentieth, which is the date we sail.


    * * * *


    August 11


    I have hit on what I believe is rather a smart notion, and I began to develop it today.


    When I went up to the dock gates this morning, with my bag, I was met by a very courteous and superior person of the Customs Department, who invited me to step into his office. Here, I was again invited into quite a snug little cubicle, and there two searchers made a very thorough examination of me (very thorough indeedl), also of my bag; but, as you may imagine, there was nothing dutiable within a hundred yards of me—that is, nothing of mine.


    At the conclusion of the search, after the superior and affable personage had departed, pleasingly apologetic, I was left to acquire clothing and mental equilibrium in almost equal quantities; for I can tell you I was a bit wrathy. And then—perhaps it was just because my mental pot was so a-boil—up simmered the idea; and I began straight away on the afore-mentioned developing.


    By the time that I had completed my dressing, I had learned not only that the names of the two official searchers were Wentock and Ewiss, but also the numbers of their respective families, and other pleasing details. I dispensed tact and bonhomie with liberality, and eventually suggested an adjournment to the place across the road, for a drink.


    But my two new (very new) friends shook their heads at this. The “boss” might see them. It would not do. I nodded a complete comprehension. Would they be off duty tonight? They would, at six-thirty prompt.


    “Meet me at the corner at seven o’clock,” I said. “I’ve nothing to do and no one to talk to. We’ll make an evening of it.”


    They smiled cheerfully and expansively, and agreed—well, as only such people do agree!


    * * * *


    August 18


    The dinner came off, and was in every way a success, both from their point and my point of view. And I think I may say the same of the two dinners that followed on the fifteenth and the seventeenth. That was yesterday.


    It is now the evening of the eighteenth, and I’m jotting down what happened, in due order.


    It was last night, at our third little dinner together (which for a change I had aboard), that we got really friendly over some of my liqueur whisky. And I saw the chance had come to ask them straight out if they were open to make a fiver each.


    The two men looked at each other for a few moments, without speaking.


    “Well, sir, it all depends,” said Wentock, the older of the two.


    “On what?” I asked.


    “We’ve our place to think of,” he said. “It’s no use asking us to risk anything, if that’s what you mean, sir.”


    “There’s no risk at all,” I told him. “At least, I mean the risk is so infinitesimal as hardly to count at all. What I want you to do is simply this. Tonight, if you agree, I’ll hand you over this bag I’ve got here with me. Take it down to the gates tomorrow, and put it somewhere handy in the office. When I come off from the ship, to come ashore through the gates, I shall be carrying another bag, exactly the same as this in every single detail. You see, I’ve got two of them, made exactly alike.


    “Well, I shall be stopped, as usual, at the gates, and taken into the office, and I and my bag will be pretty well turned inside out again; which I can tell you I’m getting sick of, only your people have got it in for me, pretty savage.”


    The two searchers grinned at this.


    “I ain’t surprised, Cap’n,” said Wentock, “with a reputation like yours. Why, they say as you could retire this minute, with the brass you’ve made, running in stuff without our smelling out the way you do it.”


    “Don’t be so infernally flattering,” I told him. “You mustn’t believe half you hear. And I don’t want you to get imagining I do this kind of thing regularly. It’s just a few trifling trinkets I want to pass in, as a favor to a friend. Not a habit of mine; but just once in a way.”


    Both of the men burst into roars of laughter. They evidently considered this a great joke.


    “Well,” I said, “let me tell you just what I want you to do.


    “When I go into the office, one of you always takes my bag from me. Well, I simply want you to substitute for it the one I shall give you tonight, and which, of course, you can search then as hard as you like, before the boss. Then, when he goes out hand me back the unsearched one, and I shall just clear off with it, and the trick is done. No risk for you at all. You’ve simply to take this bag I have here, with a few shore clothes in it, up to the office tomorrow. When I appear, and am searched, you substitute this Number 1 bag for Number 2 which I shall bring in; and you search this Number 1 as fiercely as you like before the boss. Then, when I am let out, you hand me Number 2, and I go. As for Number 1 I’ll make you a present of it, as a little souvenir. Now, say ‘yes,’ and I’ll hand you the fivers now.”


    Wentock said “yes” promptly for the two of them, and I pulled out my pocketbook, and handed each a five-pound note.


    “No,” said Wentock quickly. “Gold, if you please, Cap’n. Them things is too easy traced.”


    I laughed, and passed him across ten sovereigns, and took back my notes.


    “You’re a smart man, Wentock,” I said.


    “Have to be, sir, in our business,” he replied, grinning in his cheerfully unscrupulous fashion.


    * * * *


    August 19. A.M.


    I sail tomorrow; so if I don’t manage to get the stuff through today, I shall be in a hole; for I promised it faithfully for not later than the twentieth.


    * * * *


    Later. P.M.


    When I took my bag down to the gates today to go out, it can be easily imagined that I felt a bit of tension. Six thousand pounds is a lot of risk, apart from the possibility of serious trouble if one is nailed.


    However, it had to be done; so I went up to the gates, trying to look as cheerful as usual, and made my accustomed protest against searching, to the genial and diplomatic officer who met me, and invited me to my expected séance in the cubicle.


    As I was entering the doorway of the outer office, a messenger boy came up to me, and touched his cap.


    “Are you Cap’n Gault, sir?” he asked me.


    “I am,” I said.


    “I just been down to the ship, sir,” he explained. “They said you was just off through the gates, and I might catch you if I hurried. I’m to deliver this letter to you, sir, and to tell you there ain’t no answer. Good morning, sir.”


    “Good morning,” I said, and tipped him a quarter. Then, as I entered the office with my polite official, I opened the letter.


    What I found therein could hardly be supposed to decrease my feelings of tension. The note was printed, crudely, so as to disguise the handwriting. It ran exactly thus:


    *


    Captain Gault,


    S.S. Calypso


    Sir,


    Be advised, and do not attempt to smuggle your stuff through the Customs. You will be sold if you do, and someone who cannot help a friendly feeling for you would regret not to have given you this chance to draw back. Pay the duty, even if you lose money. The Authorities know far more than you can think. They know absolutely that you bought the “material” you wish to smuggle through, and they know the price you paid, which was £5997. That is a lot of money to risk losing, apart from fines and imprisonment. So be warned and pay the duty in the ordinary way. I can do no more for you than this.


    A WELLWISHER


    *


    Now, that was what might really be called a nerve-racker to read, and just after I had entered the very place that the warning begged me to avoid, at least in what I might call a “smuggling capacity.” I could not possibly back out now; for suspicion would be inevitable; also my plans were all arranged.


    I went straight on into the place, looking more comfortable than I felt. I took a quick look round the inner office, and saw the end of a bag, half hidden, under a table. That, at any rate, looked as if Ewiss and Wentock meant to be faithful and carry out the substitution, as arranged. If they had given me away, it might be supposed that the bag I had given them would be now in the hands of their superior officers.


    I looked at the problem every way. And all the time, as I puzzled, I kept asking myself not only who wrote that warning; but who, of all the people I knew, had the necessary knowledge of detail that it showed.


    Ewiss and Wentock rose from their desks as I entered the private room, and Wentock came forward and took my bag from me, while Ewiss beckoned me towards the cubicle.


    The search they made of me was not drastic; but even had it been I should not have minded, in the circumstances. What I was thinking about, all the time, was the bags, and whether the two searchers meant to be faithful to their part of our bargain.


    One thing, at first, I placed as an argument in their favor. It was that the unemotional courtesy of the head official was quite unimpaired; and I could not imagine that even he would be able to remain so absolutely and almost statuesquely calm if my two presumed confederates had given me away to him, and told him that a big capture was on the carpet (it was really linoleum, and cold to the feet).


    There was, however, something disturbing in the attitude of Ewiss. The man seemed almost hangdoggish, in the way he avoided meeting my eye. But I could not say this of Wentock; for that cheerful person was completely his own glad and (as I always felt) unscrupulous self.


    While I was dressing, my bag was banged down onto the table, and I knew the instant it was thrown open that Wentock and Ewiss had sold me; for they had not carried out the substitution of the Number 1 bag for the Number 2 which I had just brought in; but had frankly and brutally ignored our whole arrangement, and opened Number 2—the bag I had bargained with them should not be opened.


    As he flung the bag open, Wentock looked up at me and grinned broadly. He considered it evidently a splendid effort of smartness; but it was a faint comfort to my belief in the goodness of human nature that Ewiss looked down at the table and seemed decidedly uncomfortable.


    I felt so fierce that I could have given them away, in turn, to their superior for accepting bribes; for it was quite plain now that they had said nothing to him about the plan I had proposed to them to substitute one bag for the other. I could see their way of looking at the whole business. They were not readily bribable; but if people were foolish enough to offer them a bribe it was accepted—as a present ; and so much the worse for the person who offered it, and so much the better for the officer presented with this kind of—shall I say “honorarium”! I think anyone must admit I had cause to feel bitter.


    I did not, of course, think really of giving them away; for there might have been a charge made of bribery and corruption; whilst they, as I was pretty sure, would say nothing, lest they be mulcted of the “presents” I had made them; and also, possibly, have a reprimand for meddling with my proposition in any way at all.


    The search Wentock gave that bag was a revelation of drastic thoroughness. I remonstrated once, and said I would put in a claim for a new bag; for Wentock, as he went further and further, and found nothing, seemed almost inclined to rip the bag to pieces, so sure was he that he “had me safe.”


    At last, he had to give it up, and pronounced it free of all dutiable stuff, which of course it was; for, as I told him later, I had considered the chances of their proving treacherous, and had carefully omitted on this occasion to put anything dutiable into the bag. I told them that it must be regarded as a kind of trial trip, to test their intentions.


    This was as soon as the Boss had left the cubicle; and then I cut loose on the two of them.


    “For a couple of treacherous, grunting human hogs, you two are something to talk about!” I told them. “You take my money with one hand, and try to do me in with the other. Suppose you hand out that cash I gave you!”


    Wentock laughed outright at this, as if it were a particularly nutty kind of joke; but I was glad to see that Ewiss looked more uncomfortable than ever.


    “Our perquisites, Cap’n,” said Wentock. “We’re often asked out to a bit of dinner, and we get people who are mighty anxious to hand us nice little cash presents, ad lib., as you might say, every once in a while. And we don’t say ‘no,’ do we, Ewiss? Seeing we’re both married men, with families to bring up, and remembering, Cap’n, how affectionate you’ve asked after the youngsters, you might remember us again, Cap’n, when you’ve any odd cash as you don’t want burning holes in your pocket. Likewise we both admired them dinners you stood us uptown. You can do it again, Cap’n, any time you like, and keep on doing it. We’re always open. If you can stand it, we can. Now, how would tonight suit you? We’re both free and—”


    “Go to blazes!” I said, “and stay there. You’re a pair of treacherous animals, like all your kind, and you might have ruined me, if I hadn’t been careful. Give me my bags, and be damned to you! They say never trust a policeman, even if he’s your own brother. He’ll lock you up the first chance he gets for the sake of promotion. And I guess you’re the same kind of cheap stuff.”


    And with that I picked up my bags and walked out, Wentock holding the door for me. But Ewiss was looking as thoroughly miserable and ashamed as a man need look.


    “How would tonight suit you, sir?” called Wentock after me as I passed through the gates.


    “Go to the devil!” I said. “And get him to shut your infernal mouth with a red-hot brick.”


    And with that I boarded a streetcar and went rather thoughtfully uptown.


    * * * *


    August 19. Later still


    As it chances, I have invited the men to dinner again—both of them; for I’m not the kind of man who likes taking a fall too quietly. This is what I wrote, addressing it to Wentock at the office:


    *


    Dear Mr. Wentock,


    I have been thinking things over a bit, and have come to the conclusion that everything was not said at our last meeting that might have been said. I bear no malice at all for the somewhat pungent wit you handed out to me. I guess I was in the position that invited a few jabs.


    I have been thinking that perhaps there is still a way to arrange this affair a little more to my liking, and I can assure you and your friend that you will be the gainers, and without having your strict feelings for high honesty and fairness outraged.


    Will you both meet me at our little restaurant tonight at the usual time, and I will go thoroughly into the matter; for as I start off tomorrow, it is imperative to me to carry through my plan before I sail.


    Remember, I bear no malice at all. Look upon this as an entirely businesslike and reasonable friendly little invite.


    Yours sincerely,


    G. GAULT


    *


    I sent this by messenger, and tonight I shall be at the restaurant.


    August 20


    They both came to time. Wentock as cheerful and unscrupulous as ever. Ewiss, looking awkward, and as if he would rather have stopped away.


    “Now,” I said as we sat down, “pleasure first and business afterwards.” And I reached for the hock.


    “One moment, sir,” said Ewiss, suddenly, and pushed forward a small roll of paper, which I took from him, feeling a little puzzled. It contained dollar notes to the approximate value of five pounds.


    I looked across at Ewiss with sudden gladness and respect in my heart, for I understood. But what I said was: “What are these, Mr. Ewiss?”


    “It’s your brass, Cap’n,” he said. “I’ve thought a deal lately, an’ I reckon I can’t hold onto it. I’m not grumbling at Mr. Wentock’s way of looking at it. Lots of our men look at it that way; but even if you’d no right to try to bribe me, that doesn’t say as I’m right to take your brass, an’ mean to sell you all the time. If I’m above the job you wanted me to do, I feel I ought to be above taking the brass for it, too. So take it back, sir; an’ after that I shall enjoy my dinner with you as well as anyone.”


    I looked across at Wentock.


    “And you?” I asked.


    “Well,” he said, grinning in his cheerful fashion, I don’t see it that way, Cap’n. Ewiss, here, always was a bit funny on that point. Sometimes I’ve screwed him up to our general way of looking at it; but, in the main, he’s not built on those lines, and I don’t grumble at him any more than he don’t grumble at me. I look at it this way. You, or any man as insults me by tryin’ to buy me, has got to pay for it.”


    “Good man, Wentock,” I said. “It takes a deal of different opinions to oil the different kinds of consciences. I’ve a brand of my own, and you’ve a brand of your own, and Mr. Ewiss, there, has his. Anyway, you’re welcome to the cash, Mr. Wentock. As for you, Mr. Ewiss, I see you can’t take yours; so I’ll have it back, and I apologize to you. I think your way is the soundest of the three of us. Now, forgetting all this, let’s drop the serious for a time, and we’ll have our dinner.”


    It was over the wine that I explained to Wentock the things I had to explain. Ewiss was out of it, though he listened quietly, with the deepest interest, and a flash of a smile now and again that showed he had a sense of humor.


    “You see, Wentock,” I said, “I never meant to bribe either of you, but only to make you think that I did. No man in his senses would risk £6000—to be exact £5997—I glanced at Ewiss and smiled; for I had guessed who was my “wellwisher”—“on a piffly little bribe like a couple of fivers. If I had seriously meant to buy you, I should have offered something nearer your price, say fifty or a hundred pounds. As it was, I wanted merely, by means of my trifling bribes, to make you think I was going to run the stuff through in the way I explained so carefully. In other words, I wished to focus your entire suspicions upon Number 2 bag, thereby insuring that the Number 1 bag, which I left in your hands, should receive only the most casual attention; for you would, naturally, taking my plan at its face value, think only of the second bag, which I assured you I did not want searched. Moreover, it would seem self-evident to you that the Number 1 bag, which I handed entirely over to your care, would never have anything dutiable in it; for, had you acted up to your agreement, there was no apparent reason for supposing that I would ever even handle it again. To insure your subconsciously realizing this, I even told you you could keep it, once it had served me in the matter of the substitution.


    “Of course, had you been faithful to our arrangement and substituted the Number 1 bag, to be searched, for the Number 2 bag, which I brought with me, I might have been in a hole. You see, the handle of the Number 1 bag contained the particular, shall we say, trinkets you were anxious to lay hands on.


    “But then, I knew, both from the smallness of my bribe and from my reading of your faces, and from the ways of customs officials in general, that you would go for the big ‘cop’ you felt sure you were wise to. It might have meant promotion—oh, and quite a number of desirable things, from your point of view.


    “After all, Wentock, even you,” I said quietly and pleasantly, “will now agree that honesty’s the best policy!


    “And that concludes all I have to say, practically. I planned it all out, even to the burst of anger and the snatching up of both my bags and walking off in that quite superb indignation, on discovery of your treachery. I did it well, didn’t I?—while you were so pleasingly and wittily inviting yourself to this final little dinner, which I had, even then, planned, like all the rest of it.


    “As I said in my note, you would be the gainers for coming tonight. That is so; for you are the richer for a dinner and an explanation, and Mr. Ewiss for an apology. That is all.”

  


  
    DRAGON BONES, by Jacqueline Seewald


    Marshal Kevin Simmons of Expectation, Montana took it upon himself to personally answer Dave Paton’s call on a smoldering July day.


    “Someone’s gone and burned down that old shack on my back range, Marshal. And there’s a strange car out there as well. Thinkin’ I’m in terrible danger out here.”


    “Now don’t be getting crazy with fear. We’ll investigate.” One of the reasons Kevin Simmons kept his job was because he knew how to reassure people. And Paton appeared to need a whole lot of that.


    Simmons was a tall, well-built man who exuded confidence. His Marine Corps training had provided that among other things. Nearly forty and still a bachelor, police work was the most important thing in his life. People trusted him to do a good job and he tried not to let them down.


    In the shack’s ashes, the marshal and his deputies made a grisly discovery; they found two human skeletons, side by side, one male, one female. They also located empty gasoline cans, charcoal briquettes and a pistol.


    “Get the medical examiner’s office to send an investigator. We’re going to need a complete forensics exam on this,” Simmons said, his expression grim.


    Both deputies were locals, young, just out of school, and very excited about the case. Bill Lightfoot, a mixture of Cheyenne, Irish and African American ancestry, had thick glossy black hair and high cheekbones, while Frank Wilkons, a raw-boned cowboy with a fair complexion, had hair the color of butter and blue eyes.


    Out in the car, they found burglary tools and a hand-written suicide note signed by one Glen Parker.


    “What do you make of this?” Bill asked. He was the more curious of the two deputies.


    “First, we’ve got to find out who this Glen Parker is,” Simmons said, rubbing his mustache thoughtfully with his forefinger.


    “I got a feeling this Parker character was a felon,” Frank said.


    “Looks that way,” the marshal agreed. “We’ll run him through the system and see what comes up.”


    The following day, Simmons discovered that Glen Parker did indeed have a criminal record. He spoke with his deputies in his office. “Appears Parker was a thirty-five year old drifter and thief who served time in California.”


    Bill studied Parker’s mug shots. “Mean-looking cus. What are those tattoos on his arms?”


    Frank narrowed his sky bright eyes. “Dragons, I think.”


    “Or lizards maybe,” Bill said.


    “What about the woman with Parker?” Frank asked. “We got anything on her?”


    “In his note, Parker identified the female with him as his girlfriend who’d decided to die with him. Said she was Lori Crawford of Aspen, Colorado. So far, no further info.”


    “Just got something back about her,” Bill said, dark eyes intense. He held up a fax. “A week ago, police and firemen put out an arson fire at a ski lodge. Inside they found the bodies of the owners, a man and wife. They’d been tied to chairs and shot to death. It being summer, the building was empty except for the two of them. Aspen law enforcement thinks the place had been ransacked for valuables. Want to guess the names of the owners?”


    “Wouldn’t be Crawford?” the Marshal said.


    “Right as red rain.”


    “So it looks like Parker murdered and robbed his girlfriend’s parents,” the marshal said.


    “I wonder if the body we found was really Parker.” Frank knifed his hand through his thick shock of yellow hair. “I mean he was already wanted for murder, couldn’t he have killed someone else and made it seem as though he committed suicide? Why else would he burn down the shack unless he wanted to make identification difficult?”


    “You got a good point there,” Marshal Simmons agreed. “There’s only one way to know for sure.” He phoned the medical examiner’s office.


    “We got a little problem,” John Robinson, the county ME told him. “An inexperienced investigator gathered up the burned bones, along with a lizard skeleton also lying in the ashes, and well, he jumbled them all together in a body bag.”


    The marshal felt his blood pressure rising. “We photographed those skeletons before your man took the bones. We did our job right. Why couldn’t you do the same?” Nothing infuriated him worse than incompetence. He felt like cursing but kept a tight rein on his temper.


    “Now listen here, I think we can do something about this,” the ME said in a placating voice. “There’s a forensic anthropologist, Dr. Sarah Whitney, who helps criminal justice agencies, She’s with the university. I’ll personally bring the bag of bones over to her.”


    “All right,” Simmons agreed, but he didn’t hold out much hope of solving the case after a major mistake like this one. Still, it seemed worth a try.


    * * * *


    The marshal had almost forgotten about the Parker matter. Then several months later something happened to bring it to mind again. Simmons received information from the Colorado police. In investigating the deaths of the Crawfords, they’d discovered that Parker had tried to pawn expensive jewelry in Denver. He had claimed the jewels belonged to his deceased wife. The pawnbroker was suspicious, thought the man was lying and reported it to the police. Parker had been dating the Crawford girl and according to the employee of the ski lodge who’d been the one to find their bodies, the parents had quarreled bitterly with Parker. The Crawford girl had not been seen by anyone since the murder of her parents. There was a good chance he’d kidnapped her. A warrant for Parker’s arrest had been issued.


    Simmons decided it was time to take action. He got into his car and began to drive. Expectation, located in Southwest Montana not far from Butte, had once thrived, but with the decline of the local mines, it became little more than a small, dusty town. Simmons loved calling it home, just as he loved riding or driving through the big sky country with its shining mountains and wide open spaces.


    He planned a visit to the university to find out just what the anthropologist was doing with the sack of bones. He was not intimidated by university people; he’d gotten his degree in Missoula before he entered the Marine Corps as an officer and considered himself reasonably well-educated.


    * * * *


    The first thing he noticed when he met the doctor was how petite she was, a slim, dark-haired woman in her mid-thirties with a bright smile and warm as toast brown eyes.


    “It’s been the world’s biggest, macabre jigsaw puzzle,” she told him. “That bag contained around 10,000 burned bone fragments, lizard and human. Since they were all broken up, it‘s been difficult to tell which ones belong to man, woman or reptile. But my students and I have pieced together key portions of the skeletons. We took x-rays of the reconstructed bones. I compared them with medical and dental x-rays taken of Parker and Ms. Crawford when they were alive. I was able to make some progress.”


    Simmons was encouraged. The doc sounded as if she knew what she was doing. The marshal sat on the edge of his chair. “What did you come up with?”


    “I’m fairly certain the skeletons are Parker and Crawford.”


    “Any way to be absolutely certain?” He turned his most charming smile on her.


    “My students and I can continue gluing together additional bone fragments. Then I’ll invite you and the medical examiner to come to my office for a formal display of evidence.”


    “You just go ahead and do that, Ma’am,” he said. “We’ll be available.”


    * * * *


    Good to her word, six months later, thanks to her efforts, Marshal Simmons was able to formally issue death certificates for Parker and Crawford. Only one small hitch: Colorado officials refused to believe it.


    “If this don’t beat all!” Simmons rubbed his bristling mustache in annoyance.


    “What’s wrong?” Bill asked.


    “They’re keeping Parker on the FBI most wanted list.”


    The marshal decided to go back to see Dr. Whitney. “I don’t like having our work here questioned, Sarah.” By this time, they were on a first-name basis.


    “We can be very scientific in forensics proof.”


    “Enough to satisfy doubting Federal law enforcement in Washington D.C.?”


    She gave him a one-hundred watt smile that dazzled him.


    “I believe so. Come with me.”


    He followed her into her laboratory.


    “Superimposing two video images by blending x-rays from two cameras, we’re able to reconstruct skeletal pieces over a medical x-ray of the bone taken when a person was alive and see how they match.” Dr. Whitney displayed a chiropractor’s x-ray of Parker’s first right rib, then over it, superimposed an image of the man’s right rib, taken from the burned shack. “Ossification, notches, areas of density all match. Now let’s check out the girl.”


    Lori Crawford‘s dental x-rays matched the female jawbone taken from the shack. Sarah also found a white dot on Parker’s jaw which analysis confirmed to be lead.


    “To use your police vernacular, he ate his gun.”


    “What about the girl?”


    “Shot through the heart,” she said.


    “Well, I guess if the FBI wants to arrest Parker, we’ll tell them to come to your office.”


    “That’s right. I’ll take Parker off my shelf and turn him in,” she said with a toothsome grin.


    “Much obliged,” he said.


    “You should be. We even put together the reptile bones for you and discovered it was a bearded dragon. They’re pretty popular as pets around here though I can’t understand why.”


    “Bearded dragons are desert reptiles so they survive well, plus they’re outgoing, friendly little critters.”


    “If you say so.” She gave him a dubious look.


    “I’ll say so again over a steak dinner. I owe you at least that much.”


    She blinded him with that killer Miss America smile. Well, at least something good had come out of this investigation, he conceded.


    * * * *


    Simmons should have been able to close the case, but something still didn’t sit right. Experience told him there was more to the crime. That whole business of finding a bearded dragon’s skeleton with the other remains kept bothering him. It somehow didn’t sit right. A fleeting memory nagged at him. Marshal Simmons did some further investigating, asking questions of the local people. Two days later, he’d come full circle.


    “Mind if I come in?”


    Dave Paton’s eyes opened wide but he stepped aside and let the Marshal enter the small ranch house. “Some reason you’re here today, Marshal?”


    “Well, Dave, I got to thinking how strange it was that this criminal chose to commit suicide in your field in your shack.


    “I mean it isn’t on the main road. How would a stranger even know it was here? Didn’t sit right. So I did some more checking. Some of the older folks remember your family. You had a younger brother name of Greg Paton, didn’t you? He was a real hell raiser. Got into some trouble and left for parts unknown as I recall.”


    When the rancher didn’t reply, the marshal gave him a hard look. “I seem to remember something else about your brother. Didn’t he have a strange nickname? What was it people called him? Dragon? Now why was that, I wonder?”


    The rancher shook his head.


    “He had a tattoo on his arm of a dragon, didn’t he? Had the work done locally. And didn’t he keep some bearded dragons as pets?”


    “He could have.” Paton ripped at a dirty thumb nail.


    “Mighty odd coincidence that Glen Parker had the same initials as your brother, isn’t it?”


    “It is at that,” Paton agreed. Simmons observed a nervous tic in Paton’s left eye.


    “You killed him, didn’t you, Dave?”


    “Me? Why would I do that?” Paton’s eyes were fixed on the floor. “Man who came here was a stranger.”


    “One who just happened to bring a bearded dragon into the cabin with him? My guess is your brother came back here desperate for help. He had the girl’s body in the trunk of the car and wanted to bury her on your property. We had forensics check out the trunk and found blood and hair residue. He’d brought you nothing but misery and shame and you were furious. So you got the drop on him likely with his own gun, forced him to write the suicide note, then pushed the pistol into his mouth and shot him. Afterwards, you burned the shack thinking to hide any possible evidence.”


    “I told you, it wasn’t my brother who come here.”


    The marshal eyed Paton with a hard stare.


    “We got forensic proof, Dave. It’ll go easier on you if you confess. I’ll work to get you a deal.”


    Paton let out a deep sigh. “He didn’t believe I’d really kill him. Took him by surprise. But I had enough of him and his evil ways.” Paton’s eyes met his for the first time.


    “That’s a burden of guilt you’ll have to carry around with you for the rest of your life I reckon.”


    Paton scratched his beard thoughtfully. “I done the world a kindness ridding it of him. There’s only one thing I feel guilty about—barbecuing that lizard. Unlike my so-called kin, it didn’t deserve to die. And that’s a fact.”
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    THE GOLDEN SLIPPER, by Anna Katherine Green


    “She’s here! I thought she would be. She’s one of the three young ladies you see in the right-hand box near the proscenium.”


    The gentleman thus addressed—a man of middle age and a member of the most exclusive clubs—turned his opera glass toward the spot designated, and in some astonishment retorted:


    “She? Why those are the Misses Pratt and—”


    “Miss Violet Strange; no other.”


    “And do you mean to say—”


    “I do—”


    “That yon silly little chit, whose father I know, whose fortune I know, who is seen everywhere, and who is called one of the season’s belles is an agent of yours; a—a—”


    “No names here, please. You want a mystery solved. It is not a matter for the police—that is, as yet,—and so you come to me, and when I ask for the facts, I find that women and only women are involved, and that these women are not only young but one and all of the highest society. Is it a man’s work to go to the bottom of a combination like this? No. Sex against sex, and, if possible, youth against youth. Happily, I know such a person—a girl of gifts and extraordinarily well placed for the purpose. Why she uses her talents in this direction—why, with means enough to play the part natural to her as a successful debutante, she consents to occupy herself with social and other mysteries, you must ask her, not me. Enough that I promise you her aid if you want it. That is, if you can interest her. She will not work otherwise.”


    Mr. Driscoll again raised his opera glass.


    “But it’s a comedy face,” he commented. “It’s hard to associate intellectuality with such quaintness of expression. Are you sure of her discretion?”


    “Whom is she with?”


    “Abner Pratt, his wife, and daughters.”


    “Is he a man to entrust his affairs unadvisedly?”


    “Abner Pratt! Do you mean to say that she is anything more to him than his daughters’ guest?”


    “Judge. You see how merry they are. They were in deep trouble yesterday. You are witness to a celebration.”


    “And she?”


    “Don’t you observe how they are loading her with attentions? She’s too young to rouse such interest in a family of notably unsympathetic temperament for any other reason than that of gratitude.”


    “It’s hard to believe. But if what you hint is true, secure me an opportunity at once of talking to this youthful marvel. My affair is serious. The dinner I have mentioned comes off in three days and—”


    “I know. I recognize your need; but I think you had better enter Mr. Pratt’s box without my intervention. Miss Strange’s value to us will be impaired the moment her connection with us is discovered.”


    “Ah, there’s Ruthven! He will take me to Mr. Pratt’s box,” remarked Driscoll as the curtain fell on the second act. “Any suggestions before I go?”


    “Yes, and an important one. When you make your bow, touch your left shoulder with your right hand. It is a signal. She may respond to it; but if she does not, do not be discouraged. One of her idiosyncrasies is a theoretical dislike of her work. But once she gets interested, nothing will hold her back. That’s all, except this. In no event give away her secret. That’s part of the compact, you remember.”


    Driscoll nodded and left his seat for Ruthven’s box. When the curtain rose for the third time he could be seen sitting with the Misses Pratt and their vivacious young friend. A widower and still on the right side of fifty, his presence there did not pass unnoted, and curiosity was rife among certain onlookers as to which of the twin belles was responsible for this change in his well-known habits. Unfortunately, no opportunity was given him for showing. Other and younger men had followed his lead into the box, and they saw him forced upon the good graces of the fascinating but inconsequent Miss Strange whose rapid fire of talk he was hardly of a temperament to appreciate.


    Did he appear dissatisfied? Yes; but only one person in the opera house knew why. Miss Strange had shown no comprehension of or sympathy with his errand. Though she chatted amiably enough between duets and trios, she gave him no opportunity to express his wishes though she knew them well enough, owing to the signal he had given her.


    This might be in character but it hardly suited his views; and, being a man of resolution, he took advantage of an absorbing minute on the stage to lean forward and whisper in her ear:


    “It’s my daughter for whom I request your services; as fine a girl as any in this house. Give me a hearing. You certainly can manage it.”


    She was a small, slight woman whose naturally quaint appearance was accentuated by the extreme simplicity of her attire. In the tier upon tier of boxes rising before his eyes, no other personality could vie with hers in strangeness, or in the illusive quality of her ever-changing expression. She was vivacity incarnate and, to the ordinary observer, light as thistledown in fibre and in feeling. But not to all. To those who watched her long, there came moments—say when the music rose to heights of greatness—when the mouth so given over to laughter took on curves of the rarest sensibility, and a woman’s lofty soul shone through her odd, bewildering features.


    Driscoll had noted this, and consequently awaited her reply in secret hope.


    It came in the form of a question and only after an instant’s display of displeasure or possibly of pure nervous irritability.


    “What has she done?”


    “Nothing. But slander is in the air, and any day it may ripen into public accusation.”


    “Accusation of what?” Her tone was almost pettish.


    “Of—of theft,” he murmured. “On a great scale,” he emphasized, as the music rose to a crash.


    “Jewels?”


    “Inestimable ones. They are always returned by somebody. People say, by me.”


    “Ah!” The little lady’s hands grew steady,—they had been fluttering all over her lap. “I will see you tomorrow morning at my father’s house,” she presently observed; and turned her full attention to the stage.


    Some three days after this Mr. Driscoll opened his house on the Hudson to notable guests. He had not desired the publicity of such an event, nor the opportunity it gave for an increase of the scandal secretly in circulation against his daughter. But the Ambassador and his wife were foreign and any evasion of the promised hospitality would be sure to be misunderstood; so the scheme was carried forward though with less eclat than possibly was expected.


    Among the lesser guests, who were mostly young and well acquainted with the house and its hospitality, there was one unique figure,—that of the lively Miss Strange, who, if personally unknown to Miss Driscoll, was so gifted with the qualities which tell on an occasion of this kind, that the stately young hostess hailed her presence with very obvious gratitude.


    The manner of their first meeting was singular, and of great interest to one of them at least. Miss Strange had come in an automobile and had been shown her room; but there was nobody to accompany her down-stairs afterward, and, finding herself alone in the great hall, she naturally moved toward the library, the door of which stood ajar. She had pushed this door half open before she noticed that the room was already occupied. As a consequence, she was made the unexpected observer of a beautiful picture of youth and love.


    A young man and a young woman were standing together in the glow of a blazing wood-fire. No word was to be heard, but in their faces, eloquent with passion, there shone something so deep and true that the chance intruder hesitated on the threshold, eager to lay this picture away in her mind with the other lovely and tragic memories now fast accumulating there. Then she drew back, and readvancing with a less noiseless foot, came into the full presence of Captain Holliday drawn up in all the pride of his military rank beside Alicia, the accomplished daughter of the house, who, if under a shadow as many whispered, wore that shadow as some women wear a crown.


    Miss Strange was struck with admiration, and turned upon them the brightest facet of her vivacious nature all the time she was saying to herself: “Does she know why I am here? Or does she look upon me only as an additional guest foisted upon her by a thoughtless parent?”


    There was nothing in the manner of her cordial but composed young hostess to show, and Miss Strange, with but one thought in mind since she had caught the light of feeling on the two faces confronting her, took the first opportunity that offered of running over the facts given her by Mr. Driscoll, to see if any reconcilement were possible between them and an innocence in which she must henceforth believe.


    They were certainly of a most damaging nature.


    Miss Driscoll and four other young ladies of her own station in life had formed themselves, some two years before, into a coterie of five, called The Inseparables. They lunched together, rode together, visited together. So close was the bond and their mutual dependence so evident, that it came to be the custom to invite the whole five whenever the size of the function warranted it. In fact, it was far from an uncommon occurrence to see them grouped at receptions or following one another down the aisles of churches or through the mazes of the dance at balls or assemblies. And no one demurred at this, for they were all handsome and attractive girls, till it began to be noticed that, coincident with their presence, some article of value was found missing from the dressing-room or from the tables where wedding gifts were displayed. Nothing was safe where they went, and though, in the course of time, each article found its way back to its owner in a manner as mysterious as its previous abstraction, the scandal grew and, whether with good reason or bad, finally settled about the person of Miss Driscoll, who was the showiest, least pecuniarily tempted, and most dignified in manner and speech of them all.


    Some instances had been given by way of further enlightenment. This is one: A theatre party was in progress. There were twelve in the party, five of whom were the Inseparables. In the course of the last act, another lady—in fact, their chaperon—missed her handkerchief, an almost priceless bit of lace. Positive that she had brought it with her into the box, she caused a careful search, but without the least success. Recalling certain whispers she had heard, she noted which of the five girls were with her in the box. They were Miss Driscoll, Miss Hughson, Miss Yates, and Miss Benedict. Miss West sat in the box adjoining.


    A fortnight later this handkerchief reappeared—and where? Among the cushions of a yellow satin couch in her own drawing-room. The Inseparables had just made their call and the three who had sat on the couch were Miss Driscoll, Miss Hughson, and Miss Benedict.


    The next instance seemed to point still more insistently toward the lady already named. Miss Yates had an expensive present to buy, and the whole five Inseparables went in an imposing group to Tiffany’s. A tray of rings was set before them. All examined and eagerly fingered the stock out of which Miss Yates presently chose a finely set emerald. She was leading her friends away when the clerk suddenly whispered in her ear, “I miss one of the rings.” Dismayed beyond speech, she turned and consulted the faces of her four companions who stared back at her with immovable serenity. But one of them was paler than usual, and this lady (it was Miss Driscoll) held her hands in her muff and did not offer to take them out. Miss Yates, whose father had completed a big “deal” the week before, wheeled round upon the clerk. “Charge it! charge it at its full value,” said she. “I buy both the rings.”


    And in three weeks the purloined ring came back to her, in a box of violets with no name attached.


    The third instance was a recent one, and had come to Mr. Driscoll’s ears directly from the lady suffering the loss. She was a woman of uncompromising integrity, who felt it her duty to make known to this gentleman the following facts: She had just left a studio reception, and was standing at the curb waiting for a taxicab to draw up, when a small boy—a street arab—darted toward her from the other side of the street, and thrusting into her hand something small and hard, cried breathlessly as he slipped away, “It’s yours, ma’am; you dropped it.” Astonished, for she had not been conscious of any loss, she looked down at her treasure trove and found it to be a small medallion which she sometimes wore on a chain at her belt. But she had not worn it that day, nor any day for weeks. Then she remembered. She had worn it a month before to a similar reception at this same studio. A number of young girls had stood about her admiring it—she remembered well who they were; the Inseparables, of course, and to please them she had slipped it from its chain. Then something had happened,—something which diverted her attention entirely,—and she had gone home without the medallion; had, in fact, forgotten it, only to recall its loss now. Placing it in her bag, she looked hastily about her. A crowd was at her back; nothing to be distinguished there. But in front, on the opposite side of the street, stood a club-house, and in one of its windows she perceived a solitary figure looking out. It was that of Miss Driscoll’s father. He could imagine her conclusion.


    In vain he denied all knowledge of the matter. She told him other stories which had come to her ears of thefts as mysterious, followed by restorations as peculiar as this one, finishing with, “It is your daughter, and people are beginning to say so.”


    And Miss Strange, brooding over these instances, would have said the same, but for Miss Driscoll’s absolute serenity of demeanour and complete abandonment to love. These seemed incompatible with guilt; these, whatever the appearances, proclaimed innocence—an innocence she was here to prove if fortune favoured and the really guilty person’s madness should again break forth.


    For madness it would be and nothing less, for any hand, even the most experienced, to draw attention to itself by a repetition of old tricks on an occasion so marked. Yet because it would take madness, and madness knows no law, she prepared herself for the contingency under a mask of girlish smiles which made her at once the delight and astonishment of her watchful and uneasy host.


    With the exception of the diamonds worn by the Ambassadress, there was but one jewel of consequence to be seen at the dinner that night; but how great was that consequence and with what splendour it invested the snowy neck it adorned!


    Miss Strange, in compliment to the noble foreigners, had put on one of her family heirlooms—a filigree pendant of extraordinary sapphires which had once belonged to Marie Antoinette. As its beauty flashed upon the women, and its value struck the host, the latter could not restrain himself from casting an anxious eye about the board in search of some token of the cupidity with which one person there must welcome this unexpected sight.


    Naturally his first glance fell upon Alicia, seated opposite to him at the other end of the table. But her eyes were elsewhere, and her smile for Captain Holliday, and the father’s gaze travelled on, taking up each young girl’s face in turn. All were contemplating Miss Strange and her jewels, and the cheeks of one were flushed and those of the others pale, but whether with dread or longing who could tell. Struck with foreboding, but alive to his duty as host, he forced his glances away, and did not even allow himself to question the motive or the wisdom of the temptation thus offered.


    Two hours later and the girls were all in one room. It was a custom of the Inseparables to meet for a chat before retiring, but always alone and in the room of one of their number. But this was a night of innovations; Violet was not only included, but the meeting was held in her room. Her way with girls was even more fruitful of result than her way with men. They might laugh at her, criticize her or even call her names significant of disdain, but they never left her long to herself or missed an opportunity to make the most of her irrepressible chatter.


    Her satisfaction at entering this charmed circle did not take from her piquancy, and story after story fell from her lips, as she fluttered about, now here now there, in her endless preparations for retirement. She had taken off her historic pendant after it had been duly admired and handled by all present, and, with the careless confidence of an assured ownership, thrown it down upon the end of her dresser, which, by the way, projected very close to the open window.


    “Are you going to leave your jewel there?” whispered a voice in her ear as a burst of laughter rang out in response to one of her sallies.


    Turning, with a simulation of round-eyed wonder, she met Miss Hughson’s earnest gaze with the careless rejoinder, “What’s the harm?” and went on with her story with all the reckless ease of a perfectly thoughtless nature.


    Miss Hughson abandoned her protest. How could she explain her reasons for it to one apparently uninitiated in the scandal associated with their especial clique.


    Yes, she left the jewel there; but she locked her door and quickly, so that they must all have heard her before reaching their rooms. Then she crossed to the window, which, like all on this side, opened on a balcony running the length of the house. She was aware of this balcony, also of the fact that only young ladies slept in the corridor communicating with it. But she was not quite sure that this one corridor accommodated them all. If one of them should room elsewhere! (Miss Driscoll, for instance). But no! the anxiety displayed for the safety of her jewel precluded that supposition. Their hostess, if none of the others, was within access of this room and its open window. But how about the rest? Perhaps the lights would tell. Eagerly the little schemer looked forth, and let her glances travel down the full length of the balcony. Two separate beams of light shot across it as she looked, and presently another, and, after some waiting, a fourth. But the fifth failed to appear. This troubled her, but not seriously. Two of the girls might be sleeping in one bed.


    Drawing her shade, she finished her preparations for the night; then with her kimono on, lifted the pendant and thrust it into a small box she had taken from her trunk. A curious smile, very unlike any she had shown to man or woman that day, gave a sarcastic lift to her lips, as with a slow and thoughtful manipulation of her dainty fingers she moved the jewel about in this small receptacle and then returned it, after one quick examining glance, to the very spot on the dresser from which she had taken it. “If only the madness is great enough!” that smile seemed to say. Truly, it was much to hope for, but a chance is a chance; and comforting herself with the thought, Miss Strange put out her light, and, with a hasty raising of the shade she had previously pulled down, took a final look at the prospect.


    Its aspect made her shudder. A low fog was rising from the meadows in the far distance, and its ghostliness under the moon woke all sorts of uncanny images in her excited mind. To escape them she crept into bed where she lay with her eyes on the end of her dresser. She had closed that half of the French window over which she had drawn the shade; but she had left ajar the one giving free access to the jewels; and when she was not watching the scintillation of her sapphires in the moonlight, she was dwelling in fixed attention on this narrow opening.


    But nothing happened, and two o’clock, then three o’clock struck, without a dimming of the blue scintillations on the end of her dresser. Then she suddenly sat up. Not that she heard anything new, but that a thought had come to her. “If an attempt is made,” so she murmured softly to herself, “it will be by—” She did not finish. Something—she could not call it sound—set her heart beating tumultuously, and listening—listening—watching—watching—she followed in her imagination the approach down the balcony of an almost inaudible step, not daring to move herself, it seemed so near, but waiting with eyes fixed, for the shadow which must fall across the shade she had failed to raise over that half of the swinging window she had so carefully left shut.


    At length she saw it projecting slowly across the slightly illuminated surface. Formless, save for the outreaching hand, it passed the casement’s edge, nearing with pauses and hesitations the open gap beyond through which the neglected sapphires beamed with steady lustre. Would she ever see the hand itself appear between the dresser and the window frame? Yes, there it comes,—small, delicate, and startlingly white, threading that gap—darting with the suddenness of a serpent’s tongue toward the dresser and disappearing again with the pendant in its clutch.


    As she realizes this,—she is but young, you know,—as she sees her bait taken and the hardly expected event fulfilled, her pent-up breath sped forth in a sigh which sent the intruder flying, and so startled herself that she sank back in terror on her pillow.


    The breakfast-call had sounded its musical chimes through the halls. The Ambassador and his wife had responded, so had most of the young gentlemen and ladies, but the daughter of the house was not amongst them, nor Miss Strange, whom one would naturally expect to see down first of all.


    These two absences puzzled Mr. Driscoll. What might they not portend? But his suspense, at least in one regard, was short. Before his guests were well seated, Miss Driscoll entered from the terrace in company with Captain Holliday. In her arms she carried a huge bunch of roses and was looking very beautiful. Her father’s heart warmed at the sight. No shadow from the night rested upon her.


    But Miss Strange!—where was she? He could not feel quite easy till he knew.


    “Have any of you seen Miss Strange?” he asked, as they sat down at table. And his eyes sought the Inseparables.


    Five lovely heads were shaken, some carelessly, some wonderingly, and one, with a quick, forced smile. But he was in no mood to discriminate, and he had beckoned one of the servants to him, when a step was heard at the door and the delinquent slid in and took her place, in a shamefaced manner suggestive of a cause deeper than mere tardiness. In fact, she had what might be called a frightened air, and stared into her plate, avoiding every eye, which was certainly not natural to her. What did it mean? and why, as she made a poor attempt at eating, did four of the Inseparables exchange glances of doubt and dismay and then concentrate their looks upon his daughter? That Alicia failed to notice this, but sat abloom above her roses now fastened in a great bunch upon her breast, offered him some comfort, yet, for all the volubility of his chief guests, the meal was a great trial to his patience, as well as a poor preparation for the hour when, the noble pair gone, he stepped into the library to find Miss Strange awaiting him with one hand behind her back and a piteous look on her infantile features.


    “O, Mr. Driscoll,” she began,—and then he saw that a group of anxious girls hovered in her rear—”my pendant! my beautiful pendant! It is gone! Somebody reached in from the balcony and took it from my dresser in the night. Of course, it was to frighten me; all of the girls told me not to leave it there. But I—I cannot make them give it back, and papa is so particular about this jewel that I’m afraid to go home. Won’t you tell them it’s no joke, and see that I get it again. I won’t be so careless another time.”


    Hardly believing his eyes, hardly believing his ears,—she was so perfectly the spoiled child detected in a fault—he looked sternly about upon the girls and bade them end the jest and produce the gems at once.


    But not one of them spoke, and not one of them moved; only his daughter grew pale until the roses seemed a mockery, and the steady stare of her large eyes was almost too much for him to bear.


    The anguish of this gave asperity to his manner, and in a strange, hoarse tone he loudly cried:


    “One of you did this. Which? If it was you, Alicia, speak. I am in no mood for nonsense. I want to know whose foot traversed the balcony and whose hand abstracted these jewels.”


    A continued silence, deepening into painful embarrassment for all. Mr. Driscoll eyed them in ill-concealed anguish, then turning to Miss Strange was still further thrown off his balance by seeing her pretty head droop and her gaze fall in confusion.


    “Oh! it’s easy enough to tell whose foot traversed the balcony,” she murmured. “It left this behind.” And drawing forward her hand, she held out to view a small gold-coloured slipper. “I found it outside my window,” she explained. “I hoped I should not have to show it.”


    A gasp of uncontrollable feeling from the surrounding group of girls, then absolute stillness.


    “I fail to recognize it,” observed Mr. Driscoll, taking it in his hand. “Whose slipper is this?” he asked in a manner not to be gainsaid.


    Still no reply, then as he continued to eye the girls one after another a voice—the last he expected to hear—spoke and his daughter cried:


    “It is mine. But it was not I who walked in it down the balcony.”


    “Alicia!”


    A month’s apprehension was in that cry. The silence, the pent-up emotion brooding in the air was intolerable. A fresh young laugh broke it.


    “Oh,” exclaimed a roguish voice, “I knew that you were all in it! But the especial one who wore the slipper and grabbed the pendant cannot hope to hide herself. Her finger-tips will give her away.”


    Amazement on every face and a convulsive movement in one half-hidden hand.


    “You see,” the airy little being went on, in her light way, “I have some awfully funny tricks. I am always being scolded for them, but somehow I don’t improve. One is to keep my jewelry bright with a strange foreign paste an old Frenchwoman once gave me in Paris. It’s of a vivid red, and stains the fingers dreadfully if you don’t take care. Not even water will take it off, see mine. I used that paste on my pendant last night just after you left me, and being awfully sleepy I didn’t stop to rub it off. If your finger-tips are not red, you never touched the pendant, Miss Driscoll. Oh, see! They are as white as milk.


    “But some one took the sapphires, and I owe that person a scolding, as well as myself. Was it you, Miss Hughson? You, Miss Yates? or—” and here she paused before Miss West, “Oh, you have your gloves on! You are the guilty one!” and her laugh rang out like a peal of bells, robbing her next sentence of even a suggestion of sarcasm. “Oh, what a sly-boots!” she cried. “How you have deceived me! Whoever would have thought you to be the one to play the mischief!”


    Who indeed! Of all the five, she was the one who was considered absolutely immune from suspicion ever since the night Mrs. Barnum’s handkerchief had been taken, and she not in the box. Eyes which had surveyed Miss Driscoll askance now rose in wonder toward hers, and failed to fall again because of the stoniness into which her delicately-carved features had settled.


    “Miss West, I know you will be glad to remove your gloves; Miss Strange certainly has a right to know her special tormentor,” spoke up her host in as natural a voice as his great relief would allow.


    But the cold, half-frozen woman remained without a movement. She was not deceived by the banter of the moment. She knew that to all of the others, if not to Peter Strange’s odd little daughter, it was the thief who was being spotted and brought thus hilariously to light. And her eyes grew hard, and her lips grey, and she failed to unglove the hands upon which all glances were concentrated.


    “You do not need to see my hands; I confess to taking the pendant.”


    “Caroline!”


    A heart overcome by shock had thrown up this cry. Miss West eyed her bosom-friend disdainfully.


    “Miss Strange has called it a jest,” she coldly commented. “Why should you suggest anything of a graver character?”


    Alicia brought thus to bay, and by one she had trusted most, stepped quickly forward, and quivering with vague doubts, aghast before unheard-of possibilities, she tremulously remarked:


    “We did not sleep together last night. You had to come into my room to get my slippers. Why did you do this? What was in your mind, Caroline?”


    A steady look, a low laugh choked with many emotions answered her.


    “Do you want me to reply, Alicia? Or shall we let it pass?”


    “Answer!”


    It was Mr. Driscoll who spoke. Alicia had shrunk back, almost to where a little figure was cowering with wide eyes fixed in something like terror on the aroused father’s face.


    “Then hear me,” murmured the girl, entrapped and suddenly desperate. “I wore Alicia’s slippers and I took the jewels, because it was time that an end should come to your mutual dissimulation. The love I once felt for her she has herself deliberately killed. I had a lover—she took him. I had faith in life, in honour, and in friendship. She destroyed all. A thief—she has dared to aspire to him! And you condoned her fault. You, with your craven restoration of her booty, thought the matter cleared and her a fit mate for a man of highest honour.”


    “Miss West,”—no one had ever heard that tone in Mr. Driscoll’s voice before, “before you say another word calculated to mislead these ladies, let me say that this hand never returned any one’s booty or had anything to do with the restoration of any abstracted article. You have been caught in a net, Miss West, from which you cannot escape by slandering my innocent daughter.”


    “Innocent!” All the tragedy latent in this peculiar girl’s nature blazed forth in the word. “Alicia, face me. Are you innocent? Who took the Dempsey corals, and that diamond from the Tiffany tray?”


    “It is not necessary for Alicia to answer,” the father interposed with not unnatural heat. “Miss West stands self-convicted.”


    “How about Lady Paget’s scarf? I was not there that night.”


    “You are a woman of wiles. That could be managed by one bent on an elaborate scheme of revenge.”


    “And so could the abstraction of Mrs. Barnum’s five-hundred-dollar handkerchief by one who sat in the next box,” chimed in Miss Hughson, edging away from the friend to whose honour she would have pinned her faith an hour before. “I remember now seeing her lean over the railing to adjust the old lady’s shawl.”


    With a start, Caroline West turned a tragic gaze upon the speaker.


    “You think me guilty of all because of what I did last night?”


    “Why shouldn’t I?”


    “And you, Anna?”


    “Alicia has my sympathy,” murmured Miss Benedict.


    Yet the wild girl persisted.


    “But I have told you my provocation. You cannot believe that I am guilty of her sin; not if you look at her as I am looking now.”


    But their glances hardly followed her pointing finger. Her friends—the comrades of her youth, the Inseparables with their secret oath—one and all held themselves aloof, struck by the perfidy they were only just beginning to take in. Smitten with despair, for these girls were her life, she gave one wild leap and sank on her knees before Alicia.


    “O speak!” she began. “Forgive me, and—”


    A tremble seized her throat; she ceased to speak and let fall her partially uplifted hands. The cheery sound of men’s voices had drifted in from the terrace, and the figure of Captain Holliday could be seen passing by. The shudder which shook Caroline West communicated itself to Alicia Driscoll, and the former rising quickly, the two women surveyed each other, possibly for the first time, with open soul and a complete understanding.


    “Caroline!” murmured the one.


    “Alicia!” pleaded the other.


    “Caroline, trust me,” said Alicia Driscoll in that moving voice of hers, which more than her beauty caught and retained all hearts. “You have served me ill, but it was not all undeserved. Girls,” she went on, eyeing both them and her father with the wistfulness of a breaking heart, “neither Caroline nor myself are worthy of Captain Holliday’s love. Caroline has told you her fault, but mine is perhaps a worse one. The ring—the scarf—the diamond pins—I took them all—took them if I did not retain them. A curse has been over my life—the curse of a longing I could not combat. But love was working a change in me. Since I have known Captain Holliday—but that’s all over. I was mad to think I could be happy with such memories in my life. I shall never marry now—or touch jewels again—my own or another’s. Father, father, you won’t go back on your girl! I couldn’t see Caroline suffer for what I have done. You will pardon me and help—help—”


    Her voice choked. She flung herself into her father’s arms; his head bent over hers, and for an instant not a soul in the room moved. Then Miss Hughson gave a spring and caught her by the hand. “We are inseparable,” said she, and kissed the hand, murmuring, “Now is our time to show it.”


    Then other lips fell upon those cold and trembling fingers, which seemed to warm under these embraces. And then a tear. It came from the hard eye of Caroline, and remained a sacred secret between the two.


    “You have your pendant?”


    Mr. Driscoll’s suffering eye shone down on Violet Strange’s uplifted face as she advanced to say good-bye preparatory to departure.


    “Yes,” she acknowledged, “but hardly, I fear, your gratitude.”


    And the answer astonished her.


    “I am not sure that the real Alicia will not make her father happier than the unreal one has ever done.”


    “And Captain Holliday?”


    “He may come to feel the same.”


    “Then I do not quit in disgrace?”


    “You depart with my thanks.”


    When a certain personage was told of the success of Miss Strange’s latest manoeuvre, he remarked: “The little one progresses. We shall have to give her a case of prime importance next.”

  


  
    KALI, by Eric Taylor


    The elaborate salaams were over. Roy Martin was waved within the house. The grin faded from his cheek and the cold fingers of depression touched him as the windowless doors of solid


    mahogany swung closed behind his entrance. It was always like that. Once he escaped from the house—and he always considered his departure an escape—the incongruity of this house of Ishan Das Babaji in an American city became absurd. But within the house, the mystical atmosphere, the locked doors, the walls of concealed steel, all gripped him with menace.


    His feet dropping soundlessly on the airy ballast of an Oriental rug, Roy crossed the dim reception hall and came to a doorway whose portières were held aside by a second Hindu servant. He entered a luxurious drawing room to wait for Margaret Miller.


    While he waited, Roy fell to musing on the strange household. Ishan Das Babaji was a suave, European-educated Bengali of high caste, with a seductive voice and a gift of easy conversation. His body was slender, lithe, and he moved with the grace of a jungle creature. His carriage and general appearance were distinctive, but the attractions of Ishan Das Babaji were offset by lips that were too thick and the bright gleam of madness that glittered always in his dark eyes.


    It was difficult for Roy to picture Margaret’s statuesque foster aunt as the wife of the Bengali. The widow of a high official of the British Government in India, shortly after the death of her husband she became fascinated by the dashing Bengali and had sacrificed friends, position, and fortune in a marriage that was the season’s scandal in Calcutta.


    Margaret Miller, twenty-two, a diminutive brunette with short, rolling black hair and cheeks of deep rose was the American of the triumvirate. She was the daughter of an American engineer, who had died in India, and was engaged to Roy Martin.


    The drapes at the doorway parted. Roy glanced up. Margaret swept into the room. A cloak was thrown over her arm. A hat was twirling on her fingers.


    “Sorry, Roy. My invitation is hereby cancelled. You’ve got to take me out to dinner. I can’t stand this place.” Her lips were smiling, but she held Roy’s hand in a grip of nervous intensity and her flashing eyes held a tremulous quality Roy had never before seen in them.


    “You bet, Marge, this snake charmer’s palace always gives me the horrors anyway,” Roy laughed.


    They strode toward the doorway and the drapes were drawn aside by an unseen servant. The great solid doors swung open. Passing into the outdoors, Roy charged his lungs with air. There was a stifling oppression to the atmosphere of that house.


    Margaret glanced into Roy’s eyes and laughed softly. “Feels good out here, what? How’d you like to live there?”


    “I wouldn’t,” Roy answered shortly.


    They came to Roy’s car. Margaret stretched out her tiny body. “And sometimes, Roy, I think that I can’t go on with it. Sometimes I feel that I can’t stay in there another minute. I want to run screaming from the door. I am haunted with a terrible obsession that.… Oh, Roy, I’m being silly. Why didn’t you shut me up? Take me somewhere gay for dinner.”


    Roy bribed his way to a table on a balcony at the Palm Court. Margaret perversely shook her head at Roy’s invitation to dance.


    “Marge, I’ve begged you to leave that house. Come on, say the word, we can be married early in the morning.


    She shook her head. “I can’t do that, Roy. You know I can’t. We must wait until I’m twenty-three. Aunt Elizabeth is my guardian. Under the terms of my father’s will I can’t get married without her consent until my twenty third birthday.…”


    “‘Aunt Elizabeth’!” Roy cut in. “Why do you call her that? She isn’t your aunt.”


    “There, there!” Margaret said mockingly. “Mustn’t be cross.” Her eyes sobered. “My mother died when I was three. My father had been away from America so long that he’d lost touch with what few relatives he had here. He was away in the interior a lot and during those absences he left me in the care of Lord and Lady Lertine. They were his closest friends. Lord Lertine was an official of the British Government. They had no children and became attached to me. Before his death, my father appointed Lord and Lady Lertine my guardians. They were wonderful to me and I always looked on them, and spoke of them, as my uncle and aunt. In deference to my father’s wishes, they brought me to an American boarding school when I was fourteen. While I was at school, Lord Lertine lost his life in a hunting accident. After school I returned on a visit to India. Lady Lertine had lost all balance after the death of her husband. She became fascinated by Ishan Das Babaji and was completely dominated by him. Nothing else seemed to matter to her. She gave up everything for his sake. I returned to America to enter college. I wasn’t surprised to hear soon after that Lady Lertine had married Ishan Das Babaji. Then Ishan Das Babaji ran afoul of the British Government. Fomenting a native uprising, or something. He fled to America with Aunt Elizabeth.


    “If I leave them before twenty-three, it might cost me my fortune. If Aunt Elizabeth were not so completely dominated by the Bengali, I’m sure she would consent to our marrying at once. She won’t admit it, but it’s he who is raising the objections to our marriage.”


    “Well, so far as money goes, we don’t need that,” Roy said. “You’re going to stew yourself into a nervous collapse if you stay there another ten months.”


    “Oh, it’s not just that, Roy. In a way, I still love Aunt Elizabeth. I’m frightened for her.


    Something is going to happen at that house. I must stay there and try to protect her. She was wonderful to me when I was a youngster. She was a mother to me. If you had known her then you’d feel different. And anyway, I’m an American girl, and we’re in America. I don’t intend to let any Hindu beat me out of the money my father killed himself to earn for me! And that’s what I believe Ishan Das Babaji is trying to do!”


    “What makes you think that?” Roy asked quickly.


    “Well, already he’s trying to influence me through my aunt. She’s always talking to me about one of those crazy Hindu religions. She’s doing that on the promptings of Ishan Das Babaji. I loathe that man!”


    “If you must go back there, promise to let me know every day what goes on there,” Roy begged.


    Margaret laughed brittlely. “‘What goes on there!’ That’s what I’ve been trying to find out for the last six months. Sometimes I wake in the night with the feeling that something awful is happening around me. At first I thought it was nightmares, or my imagination. But lately the thing has been growing on me. I have got up in the middle of the night and prowled through the house. But most of the doors are kept locked and I can hear nothing. Roy, why are so many of those rooms walled with steel plate?”


    Roy shook his head. He tensed and leaned across the table! “Marge, that place fascinates me. I’m going to look it over tonight!”


    “I don’t want you to do that,” Margaret said quickly. “The instant I find out something definite, I’ll tell you. And if ever I feel in danger, I’ll get word to you somehow. And now you may escort me to my charming home,” she said dryly.


    * * * *


    Despite Margaret’s wishes to the contrary, Roy determined to do some investigating that night. Shortly before midnight he was in the alley that passed


    the rear of the Bengali’s back yard. He wore a dark flannel shirt, a blue suit and cap, and in his pocket he felt the reassuring bulk of a .38 revolver. Roy moved along the alley until he reached the high brick wall that surrounded the house. He tied a large, black silk handkerchief over his face. Gripping the top of the wall, Roy pulled himself up until he could see over. A careful scrutiny revealed no one about the garden. He climbed the wall and dropped to the ground.


    Roy crouched close to the wall and waited. There was no sign of life in the garden and the big brownstone house was totally dark. Warily, avoiding the gravel paths, Roy made his way toward the house. He stood in the shadow of the building while he studied the windows. Either there were no lights in the house, or the windows were so well shaded that no light could escape.


    A flight of stairs leading to the door of a semi-basement attracted Roy. He crept stealthily down the stairs and tried the door. It was small, but had the appearance of great weight and strength. Roy saw that the door opened inward. It was locked or bolted. He crouched down and put an ear to the sill.


    He heard the soft pad of feet and jumped to an upright position. A blow on the shoulder flung him against the door. Roy staggered. Two men leaped on him. They got inside his reach, but Roy chopped in a few short punches that brought grunts. A thumb gouged into Roy’s right eye. He pulled up his knee, thrust it into a soft body and the finger left his eye. Roy shifted from the door. A Hindu shouted in his native tongue. Roy thrust the fellow back a foot, swung a fist and it went to the jaw. The other Hindu was getting up. Roy leaped over him and made the stairs. At the top he almost collided with the tall figure of Ishan Das Babaji.


    Roy ran for the wall, but before he reached it a Hindu sprang into his path. Roy pulled his gun, flourished it before the Hindu, and waved him aside. The Hindu’s response was a leap at Roy. They both went down. They rolled over and over in a flower bed. Roy spat out a mouthful of dirt that was choking him. The Hindu clutched Roy’s gun hand. Roy tried to fling himself loose. The gun cracked and the Hindu went limp.


    Roy jerked himself free. He looked down for an instant at the Hindu. The man was dead with a bullet through the head.


    Other servants were almost upon him. Roy raced for the wall. He swarmed over and dropped to the safety of the alley. He ran to the first street intersection, then risked a glance back. No one had come beyond the wall. The handkerchief had slipped down to his neck. Roy pulled it away and walked slowly to his club.


    He had enjoyed a wild exultation on reaching the alley. But with nerves quieted, he saw little to cause satisfaction. He had failed in the purpose that had led him to the house, and he was responsible for the death of the Hindu.


    He decided to wait until morning before surrendering himself to the police. No use talking yourself into jail in the middle of the night, he thought. He bathed and threw himself into the comfort of his soft bed. Would the police believe his version of the shooting?


    He was hours getting to sleep, then woke up to find the sun pouring through the open windows. He yawned and grinned. Hellish nightmare. A torn and dirty blue suit lay on a chair. Roy jumped from bed. He drew a revolver from the coat pocket, broke it, and saw an empty shell.


    Roy telephoned for coffee and the morning papers. The Hindu’s death was not reported.


    An hour later Roy visited the morgue. Discreet inquiries revealed that the body of the Hindu had not been brought there. Evidently Ishan Das Babaji disposed of his own dead. Roy changed his mind about going to the police.


    He walked away from the morgue wondering why the home of Ishan Das Babaji was so zealously guarded. If there was nothing criminal going on in the house, why the walls of steel? Why the locked rooms? If Ishan Das Babaji were honest, why did he not report the death of his servant? Why had Roy been permitted to escape from the garden when an attempt, at least, might have been made to stop him with gunfire? Was it because the Bengali preferred to allow a prowler to escape rather than risk police investigation by alarming the neighborhood?


    At three o’clock that afternoon Roy decided to visit the brownstone house—this time as an innocent caller. He did not know if the astute Bengali had recognized him the previous night. It did not seem likely that in the darkness Ishan Das Babaji could have identified Roy as he flashed past on the run to the garden wall. But Roy did not know at what stage of the struggle the black handkerchief had slipped down from his face.


    When he reached the top of the stone steps leading to the house, the windowless doors swung inward. This little circumstance always amused and intrigued Roy. Where was the observation post? There were no windows in the vicinity of the solid doors and yet they were always opened before Roy had time to announce his arrival by ringing the bell.


    He passed before a salaaming Hindu and allowed himself to be conducted to the drawing room. Once again he experienced the feeling of depression that always overwhelmed him when he entered the house. He became vaguely uneasy and doubted the wisdom of this visit.


    The crimson velvet drapes parted and Ishan Das Babaji entered the room. Roy arose and exchanged conventional greetings with the Bengali.


    “Sit down, Mr. Martin, Miss Miller will be here shortly. And in the meantime, I’m going to avail myself of your company. I’m a victim of ennui this afternoon.”


    They discussed commonplace things for a time and Roy felt himself reacting to the undeniable charm of his discoursive host. Before Roy quite realized it, the Bengali had adroitly turned the conversation on the subject of burglaries. He recounted at length the looting of the home of a mythical friend. He burst into a tirade against the inefficiency of the police and wound up saying: “For myself, I don’t depend on the police. I have many valuable art treasures, and I take my own means of protection. My servants are different from yours in that they would deem it an honor to die in my service.”


    At the words Roy wondered if, after all, he might not be doing the Bengali a great injustice. The steel walls and heavy doors might well be the precautions of an eccentric art collector.


    “Yes, Mr. Martin,” the Bengali continued softly, “it would probably cost the life of any burglar who attempted to break in here.” The words were softly spoken, but held a note of menace. The eyes of the Bengali blazed with fire; his lips twitched, and his long, slender fingers clasped and unclasped. “And it would be a terrible death!” he finished.


    So, Roy concluded, he had been recognized after all, and this was a not too subtle warning of what he might expect if he made another attempt to break into the Bengali’s house.


    Margaret entered the room and the Bengali’s manner changed to calm graciousness. The three sat and talked for some time, when the Bengali begged to be excused and left them. Roy did not think the house any place to discuss with safety the things he wished. He suggested a drive and Margaret consented.


    Roy decided to tell Margaret nothing of his attempt to enter the house the previous night. Little was said until they reached the suburbs, when Roy asked Margaret what kind of night she had passed, and if anything had disturbed her.


    Margaret said she had slept well, except for waking once some time after midnight. She did not know what had awakened her.


    “Marge, how many servants are there in that house?” Roy asked abruptly.


    “Eight.”


    “And are they all Hindus’?”


    “Yes. When I went there, I wanted to bring a maid, but the suggestion excited Auntie so much that I never repeated it. I make up my own room, except once or twice a week when it gets a thorough cleaning. I don’t like the idea of those Hindus prowling about my room.”


    “Do you think it would be possible for us to get into any of those locked rooms?” Roy asked.


    “No, it wouldn’t,” Margaret replied. “There is never a time when Ishan Das Babaji or some of the servants are not at home. I wish we could, because I think that in those rooms.…”


    She stopped abruptly.


    “Go ahead,” Roy urged. “You’re getting interesting.”


    Margaret smiled. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s just that if anything is happening in that house, it must be going on in those rooms.”


    Roy turned the car toward town. Neither spoke much. Margaret had become depressed and after several attempts to lead her into a livelier mood, Roy lapsed into silence.


    * * * *


    The large lady who presided over the destinies of the Reliable Employment Agency hung up the telephone receiver and addressed a group of applicants.


    “An upstairs maid for a place in the country—close in. Gotta be a young girl—good appearance. Gotta be a girl that don’t live in town here. They don’t want a girl always runnin’ into the city, Good place—seventy, all found.”


    Before the manager of the agency finished speaking, several girls arose an advanced toward the desk. One of the girls, a trifle more aggressive than her fellow applicants, pushed to the front and shouted, “I’ll take it!”


    She was young and pretty, and showily dressed in cheap finery.


    “What experience?” the manager demanded.


    “None,” the girl answered frankly. “I’ve always worked in stores. But I can do housework. Lord knows, I’ve done plenty of it back home.”


    “Where is your home?”


    “Columbus,” the girl answered.


    “Well, I’ll let you go out and talk to them. They said experience wasn’t important. They want a girl that’s young and of good appearance. And they want a girl from outta town. The fee’s five dollars. What’s the name?”


    “Irma Rollins.”


    The manager of the agency filled in a form to be given to the employer and gave Irma a receipt for five dollars.


    “You go to Wendley station. They’ll meet you there with a car. The fare is sixty cents and if they don’t hire you, they’ll pay your fare both ways. You get a train at two-ten and take your clothes because if they hire you, you got to start right in.”


    The manager of the agency nodded her head in dismissal and her responsibilities were ended.


    Irma hurried to her room to pack. With a little crowding, a suitcase and handbag held her worldly possessions. When the packing was completed, her roommate entered. Irma drew herself up to a statuesque pose and invited her friend to “Pipe the slavey!” Hurried and scant details of the job followed, and Irma prepared to depart. “I’ll write to you, dearie, and if I meet some millionaire sheik out there I’ll try to make it for two.” A farewell kiss and Irma was gone.


    At the pretty little station of Wendley, decorated with well-kept lawn and shrubbery, Irma found a large limousine waiting her. She noticed, with a trace of disappointment, that the liveried chauffeur was some sort of colored person. The chauffeur advanced and took her baggage. The door of the limousine opened and a voice of cultured dignity bade her enter.


    Irma found the speaker to be a strikingly beautiful woman of early middle age. A mass of orange-gold hair shone beneath her hat, and the woman’s eyes were the green of the sea. The lady leaned far back upon the cushions in regal poise, and when she spoke it was in soft, musical tones.


    “English,” Irma observed inwardly, “or uppitty Bostonian.”


    “You have come from the agency?” the woman asked.


    “Yes, ma’am,” Irma replied, and handed her the employment slip.


    The lady read it carelessly and asked, “Where is your home?”


    “In Columbus, ma’am.”


    “And you have no relatives in the city?”


    “No, ma’am.”


    “The reason I ask,” the lady continued, “is because we find that girls whose homes are in the city want to run in to town too frequently.”


    “Oh, I don’t care about going to town,” Irma told her prospective employer. “I have no one there.”


    “Very well, my child, I think you’ll be satisfactory.”


    “Thank you, ma’am.”


    Irma’s employer signaled the chauffeur and the car started.


    During the short interview, Irma had noticed that the lady’s questions were asked in a mechanical manner, and that her employer appeared to be vaguely troubled. The face had lost its beauty temporarily, and become lined and haggard. The green eyes were fixed straight ahead and were strangely devoid of expression, while a great struggle appeared to be going on in the mind behind them. Irma jumped to the conclusion, that her employer was a dope fiend. “Sure, wasn’t a lot of these society dames hop-heads?”


    Her reflections were interrupted by the soft, musical voice: “We are going to the city now. I am to meet my husband at our town house. You may come with me.”


    Irma replied with another, “Yes, ma’am.”


    She was on her employer’s time now, and it mattered not a whit to her where they went. She would as soon spend the afternoon riding in a purple limousine as doing housework. She settled herself back to enjoy the ride.


    The summer afternoon lulled her sensibilities and she gave herself up to day dreams. She would meet some handsome young millionaire who would marry her, and then she would have a limousine like this for her own. A short flight of the imagination brought her to the ownership of this very car. She was oblivious to her employer and gazed out of the window, occasionally nodding to imaginary acquaintances.


    If Irma was oblivious of her, that beautiful lady was far from being oblivious of her new employee; and if Irma had given the lady as much attention as the lady was giving her, Irma’s thoughts might have been uneasy ones.


    Sometimes as the older woman’s eyes fell on the young girl beside her, she would survey Irma from head to foot in careful appraisal. The result was apparently satisfying. At other times she looked strangely uneasy and sad.


    At last the car came to a stop. “Here we are,” the lady said.


    They left the car and walked toward a massive brownstone house that stood in the midst of spacious grounds. Before they reached the uppermost of the steps leading to the house, two windowless doors of solid mahogany swung open. They entered the house and, to Irma’s surprise passed a deeply-bowing Hindu. The great doors closed and the reception hall in which they stood was in almost total darkness.


    A strange feeling of uneasiness stirred Irma. The darkness, the closeness of the incense-filled air, made her apprehensive. Her employer led her to the end of the hall, where a naked oil lamp burned faintly. They came to a doorway whose heavy drapes of crimson velvet were held apart for their passage, then passed into the most magnificent room Irma had ever seen. She was struck with amazement at the strange richness of the furnishings.


    Silhouetted against the soft gray walls was mahogany furniture upholstered in dull reds and golds. A wealth of cushions lay recumbent upon the oriental rug. Bronze statues of rare eastern design showed dim outlines in the subdued light of the room.


    Advancing toward Irma was a remarkable man. He was tall and slender, and moved with a lithe, sinuous grace. His skin was a dark brown and his features sharply defined. A simple robe of white silk covered his body. Slender hands with long, tapering fingers extended beneath the loose sleeves of the robe. A pair of sandals was his only footwear.


    The man advanced until Irma saw his features clearly. His manner was conciliatory, but Irma recoiled in terror from the thick, curling lips and the mad fire of his dark eyes. He surveyed her critically for a moment, paying no heed to her obvious discomfort, then nodded to the lady who had brought Irma to the house.


    “Come, my child, we’ll wait upstairs,” the lady said.


    Hesitantly, Irma followed. She felt in peril from these strange people and resolved to flee when they left the house to re-enter the car. Coming to a door on the upper floor, her employer held it open for Irma to enter. Irma found herself in a small, but artistically furnished bedroom. She heard a sharp click behind her and turned to find herself alone and the door closed.


    She ran to the door. Her worst fears were realized. The door was locked! Irma screamed in terror, and her cries thundered back derisively from the walls. Exhausted after a time, she threw herself on the bed and sobbed. She began to think more clearly. Surely some hue and cry would be raised at her disappearance that would lead to her rescue.


    The hue and cry that was raised for Irma was the casual remark passed in a cheap rooming house some days later from a girl to her roommate: “Before you come in with me, I had a nice little kid here called Irma Rollins. She went out to the country to work. Some millionaire’s joint. Funny she don’t write.


    * * * *


    On the third day of her imprisonment Irma Rollins was on the point of


    complete collapse. She had touched no


    food since her capture. The stifling air of the room, whose only ventilation was through a small, grill-covered opening in the ceiling, and her sobbing, resulted in continual nausea. Food had been brought her regularly, and had as regularly been sent away.


    For the first two days every opening of the room’s heavy door marked a furious struggle in which the desperate girl fought to escape. But invariably she was overpowered and thrust back into the room. The tall and beautiful lady who had brought her to the brownstone house Irma had not seen since her imprisonment. She could hear no sounds of life, either from within the house or from the outside. The room was completely sound proof. And yet, not fifty feet away moved the daily life of a great American city. She told herself that it was all a hideous nightmare—that such a thing as her abduction was an impossibility in an American city, but the grim reality of that steel-walled room was too apparent.


    The sunshine never found its way into her prison, and terrified of the darkness, Irma had burned the electric lights continually. She never slept for longer than a half hour at a time. Occasionally the tall Hindu, whom she had seen in the white robe, visited her, His visits were terrifying experiences for Irma. His lips smiled in an attempt at reassurance, but his dark eyes blazed while he told her that a “signal honor” was being prepared for her. Sometimes he came in the long robe of white silk; at other times he wore conventional clothes.


    By the third day Irma had reached utter despair. She had searched the room for a means of ending her life, found none, and awaited her fate with apathy. The ominous threat that lay behind the blazing eyes of her captor did not escape her, and she felt the chill of death in his words, “a signal honor!”


    Irma lost track of time, but she believed it to be late night on the fourth day of her imprisonment when the door opened and the tall Hindu, accompanied by two servants, entered the room and locked the door.


    He was dressed in the long robe of white silk and his feet were sandaled. His eyes burned with magnetic fire. Irma shrank from him.


    “Come, my child, the hour has arrived!”


    The words fell on Irma as a death warrant. She begged and pleaded the inexorable Hindu for mercy. The two servants gripped her arms and struggling futilely she was led to a corner of the room. She freed one arm and turned in a frenzied attack upon the Hindu gripping the other. Kicking, biting, scratching, she fought with the abandon of despair. Her free arm was recovered by the Hindu. She was turned and dragged to the corner. A panel of steel slid along the wall and the opening revealed a narrow, iron staircase leading down. Dragged through the gap in the wall, Irma’s strength left her. Her body went limp in the Hindus’ arms.


    * * * *


    Roy had taken Margaret to a matinee that afternoon. Three days had passed since the episode of the Bengali’s garden. Roy had read and heard nothing of the dead Hindu. Margaret said nothing unusual had happened at the house.


    Roy went to his club after taking Margaret home. Going into the dining room a page stopped him. Roy followed the boy to a phone. Margaret was on the line. She was calling from a drug store and wanted to see him at once.


    Ten minutes later Roy stopped his car at the curb in front of the store. Margaret ran to him. “We’ve got to do something, Roy. When I was dressing for dinner, I heard a muffled cry. Someone is locked up in the house. There was just one cry. It sounded as if a door might have been opened for a second and then closed. There were no other sounds. When I came down to dinner, Ishan Das Babaji looked at me strangely. I pretended not to notice and after a while he relaxed and seemed relieved.”


    “Want to go to the police?” Roy asked.


    “Oh! What would we say?”


    “Just what you have said to me.”


    Margaret shook her head. “No, Roy, it’s no good. He’d fool them in some way. Besides, there’s Aunt Elizabeth. I just can’t bring her into trouble. Maybe I’m wrong, Roy. Maybe I was mistaken. Maybe one of the servants got hurt accidentally. Can’t we do anything without going to the police? Think what a fool I’d look if we brought the police and found nothing wrong. If we could only be sure first.”


    “All right,” Roy agreed quickly. “Get me into the house, into your room tonight. I’ll find out.…”


    “But how, Roy? How can I get you in without their knowing?”


    “I’ll get you a rope. There’s a radiator in your room? Right. Tie the rope to the radiator. At one o’clock, I’ll wave you a signal from the street. You lower the rope to the ground.”


    Half an hour later Roy left Margaret a block from the old brownstone house.


    A few minutes before one Roy stood beside the high brick wall. Margaret’s windows were open and he saw the curtains stirring gently in the faint breeze.


    For ten minutes Roy remained close against the wall watching those fluttering curtains. He glanced at his watch. A minute after one. His eyes strained up to the windows. The room was dark. His eyes saw no sign of movement beyond those curtains. Five minutes, ten, dragged by, still Margaret failed to appear at the window.


    Roy made a sudden decision. He’d get close to the house and risk a whistle.


    He glanced up and down the street, climbed the wall, and ran to the cover of the house. Roy crept along the wall toward the open windows. The big house was dark, silent. He looked up at the window again and saw a rope that reached to the ground.


    Roy ran forward and jerked the rope in a signal. He moved away from the wall and watched. The curtains above fluttered idly. Roy pulled at the rope again. He tested it with his weight, then began the ascent. His hands rested on the windowsill. He drew a knee up and whispered, “Margaret!”


    A curtain blew against his face. Roy flung the drape aside. Margaret lay on the bed. Roy called again, then scrambled into the room. He ran to the bedside. “Margaret! Margaret!” His hand clutched her wrist. Her pulse was resolute. Roy jerked the torch from his pocket. He snapped on the switch and turned the light full on her eyes. She lay back silent, deep in a drugged sleep.


    Roy turned away from the bed. His torch swept over the room. Pinned to the rope near the radiator Roy saw a white sheet of paper. There was a message on the paper:


    *


    “Roy darling: Terribly sleepy. Believe I am drugged. Lowering rope now at eleven-twenty. If it is not discovered and you find this, get police. Margaret.”


    *


    Roy dropped the note into a pocket. He drew his revolver, left the room and descended the stairs to the ground floor of the house.


    The stairs led to the reception hall. So far Roy was on familiar ground. Passing the portières of the drawing room, he continued toward the rear of the house. A chill gripped him as he heard the faint outcries of a girl. The sound came from above and Roy retraced his steps and ran lightly up the stairs. He tried the door of every room on the second floor, but could gain admittance to none except Margaret’s.


    Roy listened at every door. This part of the house seemed deserted. He returned to the ground floor and stole to the end of the reception hall, where, cautiously pushing aside the heavy drapes, he passed into a room of oriental splendor, lighted by many naked oil lamps. Roy was making his way toward an open door at the far end of the room when he heard the notes of subdued, low-pitched music. The music was weirdly barbaric and was accompanied by muffled drumbeats.


    The music stirred something remote and primitive within Roy. He listened for a moment spellbound before continuing toward the open door. The door consisted of a panel of steel that slid up and down, and worked, apparently, by means of a counterweight and inlaid rollers, which, when the door was open, were visible.


    From beyond came the sound of chanting voices accompanied by the low-pitched music. Roy could see only a corner of the room from which the notes issued. A thick carpet of rich purple covered the floor and the walls were hung with velvet drapes of the same color. The drapes hung loosely and reached to the floor. They offered a fair chance of concealment. Roy stepped cautiously to the threshold of the door, jumped into the room and behind the end of a drape.


    He waited for the cry that meant his discovery, but the chanting and music continued. Working his way along the wall, Roy came to a place where two of the drapes overlapped. Here he paused and drawing the drapes slightly apart, looked out upon a scene that amazed him.


    The room was a large and lofty one. Its occupants were grouped at the opposite end. Three of the Hindu servants comprised the primitive orchestra. They played before a huge and hideous idol.


    The idol reached to a height of about twelve feet and was the figure of a woman. She was black, with a great outpointed tongue of flaming red that extended to her waistline. Venomous teeth glistened against the black background of her face, and around her neck was a string of skulls. From her shoulders extended four arms of startling size; two were extended in a gesture of welcome; the third held a great and awesome sword, and from the fourth there hung the severed head of a mighty giant.


    The awful idol touched on a chord of memory and Roy recalled the circumstances. It was while in Calcutta on a world tour with his father that he had made a pilgrimage to the temple at Kali-Ghat, a short distance from Calcutta. The three-hundred-year-old temple was not, as Roy recalled it, an impressive affair. It was the hideous atrocities perpetrated in the name of worship that left an indelible imprint on his mind, for here was worshipped the terrifying goddess, Kali, “Kali, the Divine Mother!”


    Kali, Roy remembered as a savage virago who demanded great quantities of blood from her worshippers under pain of pestilence and famine. Her worship was accompanied by self-inflicted tortures. Her votaries ran sharply-pointed canes through their muscles and tongues, and in excesses of devotion, caused themselves to be swung on high while suspended by iron hooks passed through the muscles of the back.


    This hideous monster is worshipped at midnight throughout Bengal as a great warrior, the giver of victory, and the protector and avenger of her people. Bloody sacrifices of animals are made daily at her altar, while, a few generations ago, Roy knew, the sacrifices were human, and as recently as March, 1925, a young girl was sacrificed to the goddess Kali at Mandla, near Jabalapur.


    Roy heard the sound of footfalls approaching the door through which he had come. He flattened against the wall, withdrawing his eye from the aperture between the drapes. A small procession passed his hiding place and Roy again peered out.


    He saw a group of white-robed people move across the room toward the image of the hideous idol. A convulsion of rage shook his body when he saw that the group consisted of four Hindus dragging the unconscious form of a young white girl followed by Ishan Das Babaji.


    In fascinated horror Roy watched the Hindus, including Ishan Das Babaji, remove the long robes of silk, revealing themselves clad in the native dhoti, a loose garment that extended from the waist to their bare feet, and wearing the janeo, or sacred thread, bandoleer-fashion over one shoulder.


    The Hindu servants dragged the captive white girl to a concave indentation in the floor. This indentation was oval in shape and about six feet in length. It was lined with porcelain. In the center of the oval stood a wooden block about two feet square.


    A long, curved knife, approaching a cutlass in size, was placed in the hands of Ishan Das Babaji by one of the servants. The girl was lifted to the block. Knife in hand, Ishan Das Babaji advanced toward her.


    Roy watched the proceedings in a chill of horror. With the full realization that here, in an American city, a young girl was to be offered as a sacrifice to a barbaric goddess, Roy, galvanized with action. He flung caution aside and burst from his hiding place. At the sound of the sudden movement, the Hindus turned and sprang to meet him.


    Roy pointed his gun at the foremost Hindu, pressed the trigger, and the Hindu folded up like a jack-knife. The second Hindu closed with Roy. Roy fired as the man seized his gun hand. The grip on his hand relaxed; the Hindu slipped down. But Roy was borne to the floor by the other five Hindu servants. He fired one more shot, which missed, and the gun was wrenched from his hand. The Hindus were engrossed in getting the revolver. When Roy lost the weapon, he squirmed from beneath the Hindus and. jumped up. His feet were pulled from under him and he was down again. This time they held him. His hands and feet were bound with a thin, tough cord. After he was secured, the Hindus lifted Roy to his feet and held him before Ishan Das Babaji.


    The tall, distinguished Bengali had stood aside during the struggle. He surveyed the disheveled Roy with mad hate flashing from his burning eyes. His thin lips twitched in ungovernable rage and he was unable to speak. Slowly he settled into a calm, and then, speaking quietly, and outwardly composed, said in impressive solemnity:


    “Mr. Martin, you have come to look on at the worship of Mother Kali! Kali, the Divine, the Protector and Avenger of her people! Kali, who, when she has drunk her fill of the blood of whites, will come to the succor of her people and cast aside the yoke of white domination!” The solemnity of the voice changed, and a cynical note was suggested, as he concluded, “A signal honor shall be yours!”


    Roy made no answer to the Bengali’s words. A heavy depression settled on him at the hopelessness of the situation. He turned to look for the girl and saw her on one of the many piles of cushions that lay against the walls of the room. At a command from Ishan Das Babaji, two of the Hindus arose and walked to a small table on which there stood a number of bowl-like vessels of gold. Each picked up two of the vessels and walked to the Bengali’s side. Two others lifted the girl from the piled cushions.


    The Bengali took a step forward and stood with arm upraised above the girl’s neck.


    The horror of the thing he was about to witness turned Roy into a raving madman. He pulled at the cords that tied him until they cut deep into his flesh. He hurled wild, bitter oaths at the Bengali. And in a frenzied attempt to attack the Bengali bound as he was, Roy fell helplessly to the floor.


    The Bengali spoke a command in Hindustani to the servants and two of them dragged Roy to a pile of cushions where they left him.


    Ishan Das Babaji turned again to the girl who lay unconscious across the block and began a chanting invocation to Kali.


    Roy grew calmer and strove desperately to think of some plan of escape. He was bound so tightly that he could not make the slightest movement of hands or feet. A short distance from him there stood on a small stand one of the oil lamps that provided the room with its dim light. Roy saw a chance—a desperately remote one—and seized it.


    On a writhing movement he advanced on the lamp. His movements were unnoticed by the worshipping Hindus. He reached the lamp and got to his


    knees beside it. His back to the lamp, Roy held his wrists above the naked flame. A fearful scream echoed through the long room. The girl had recovered consciousness.


    Two of the Hindus jumped forward and held the screaming girl across the block of sacrifice. Ishan Das Babaji ceased his chanting and raised the great knife high above his head.


    The cords that bound Roy’s wrists snapped. Unmindful of seared flesh, Roy reached to his pocket, secured his knife, and cut the cords that bound his ankles.


    He seized the lamp and hurled it at the Bengali. The lamp struck Ishan Das Babaji on the side of the head. The Bengali dropped. The scanty clothing of the mad fiend burst into flame. The Hindu servants rushed about their master endeavoring to extinguish the flames. Roy ran to other lamps and threw them on the drapes and cushions. Oil-soaked, they blazed in a dozen fires.


    Before the excited Hindus, intent in their extravagant devotion on extinguishing the flames that enveloped their master, realized what had happened, Roy was in their midst at the block.


    The girl stood in a daze. Roy gripped her arm and pointed to the door. She stumbled. Roy gathered her into his arms.


    He was halfway across the large room when he heard a shout in Hindustani. He looked back and saw Ishan Das Babaji waving an arm toward him. Two Hindu servants ran across the room. Roy spurted and reached the door. He dropped the girl into the outer room. The foremost Hindu was on Roy. Roy reached forward and gripped the man by the neck. His thumbs bit deep into the fellow’s throat. Roy loosened his hold and swung on the man. The man dropped. Roy jumped forward, caught the second Hindu by the shoulders, spun him around and tossed him back into the room. Roy jumped backward into the next room and slammed down the steel panel door.


    The girl stood sobbing beside him. Roy gripped the girl’s hand. They ran to the reception hall. Roy heard loud hammering on the steel door. Apparently the Hindus were experiencing difficulty in opening it.


    There was a delay of a moment at the windowless doors while Roy found the double locks, and they stood outside the house.


    “I’ve got to go back for someone else,” Roy said. “Wait here, outside this door. I won’t be a minute. If anyone comes, run and yell.”


    She nodded tearfully. Roy ran to Margaret’s room. He wasted no time trying to arouse her. Terrific pounding on the steel door echoed through the house. Roy flung a robe around Margaret and carried her downstairs.


    He reached the door and found the girl waiting. They ran to an alley where Roy had left his car. He placed Margaret in the seat, then he and the girl climbed in beside her.


    Roy could not take them to a hotel as they were. He decided to invite the hospitality of a married sister.


    Margaret still lay in a heavy sleep. Roy turned to the girl.


    “My name’s Roy Martin. This is my fiancée, Margaret Miller.”


    “I’m Irma Rollins. And I can’t thank.…”


    “Then why try,” Roy laughed.


    “I’m driving first to my sister’s, then we can go to the police.”


    Roy put the two girls in his sister’s care. He told her as much as he could in two minutes while his sister bound his burnt wrists with ointment-soaked bandages. Roy moved his hands, decided he could drive in a kind of a way, and ran down to his car.


    His route to police headquarters took him close to the brownstone house. A strange fascination tempted him to drive past it.


    When a block away he saw flames leaping high in the sky above the house of Ishan Das Babaji. Fire apparatus stood in the street.


    Roy drove his car as near to the house as was possible. A small crowd stood in a rough circle near the house. Roy left his car and approached the group. He edged his way to the front rank and saw that the object of their attention was six badly charred bodies.


    He turned away from the gruesome spectacle and spoke to an officer on duty there. “Were they caught asleep?”


    “No,” the officer answered. “Some nut of a Hindu art collector lives there. He’s got steel walls to a bunch of the rooms. Scared of burglars. The whole crowd of them was caught in one room where the fire started. A steel door jammed and they were trapped. The fire spread along the floor and gutted the whole place. It had a big start before an alarm was turned in, and the fire department was blocked by the steel walls. They just brought those fellows out now. The floor fell through and the bodies dropped to the basement. There was one woman in another part of the house. She was asleep and went goofy, I guess. She flung open the front door as we got here, put a gun to her head and blew herself off.”


    Roy moved slowly toward his car. He turned for a last look at the brownstone house. Why say anything to the police? He decided to leave that to Irma Rollins. So far as he felt, it could serve no possible good and would result in much unwelcome publicity for Margaret. It seemed poetic justice for the Bengali to be trapped within his own steel walls. Roy thought of the beautiful wife of the mad Ishan Das Babaji. He wondered how much she knew of it all. Well, she knew enough, or she wouldn’t have killed herself at the door, he decided.


    Roy returned to his sister’s home. Margaret had come out of her heavy sleep. Roy, his sister, Margaret, and Irma Rollins sat in a bedroom and discussed the question of going to the police.


    Irma didn’t think much of the idea from the start. She decided it would be a lot more fun to be Margaret’s companion on a round-the-world cruise.

  


  
    DRIVEN TO DISTRACTION, by Marcia Talley


    When Harrison keeled over and died I didn’t think I’d marry again, but Mama said, “Life goes on, Marjorie Ann. When you fall off a horse, you have to climb right back on.”


    Given a chance, Mama would have matched me up with one of Harrison’s law partners, right there at South River Country Club as they converged on the roast beef carving station after the funeral, but I have my pride. I waited a respectable year before marrying Stephen, who swept me off my feet with the lean, rawboned, good looks of a Montana rancher, a laid-back wrangler who spoke fluent U.S. Tax Code. The way Stephen handled Harrison’s estate was nothing short of dazzling.


    Stephen was clever with gadgets, too. In his office at home, he had a desktop computer, a laptop, a scanner, three monitors—one as big as an over-the-sofa painting of the Last Supper—two cameras that scanned the room like disembodied eyeballs, and wires that snaked kudzu-like around the table legs. I pretty much kept out until cleaning day when I’d have to run the vacuum and dust his office myself. Theresa refused. The blinking and beeping unnerved her. She was convinced the machines would steal her thoughts, and to tell the truth, I half agreed with her.


    The last thing Stephen needed was another piece of electronics, so for his fortieth birthday, I gave him a fabulous five-course dinner at Northwoods Restaurant and a gift card from American Express. He reached across his crème caramel, gathered up my hand and pressed it to his lips, his green eyes flashing “thank you” in the candlelight. By the way he glanced at his watch, I suspected he wanted to skip the after-dinner glass of Remy Martin and rush straight off to the mall, but, fortunately, it had closed.


    I hoped he’d use the card at Nordstrom or Eddie Bauer, but the next morning Stephen left the house early and was probably waiting at Circuit City when the doors slid open. He came home lugging a box labeled MapMasterIV, and spent the rest of Saturday morning holed up in his office, reading the manual. After lunch, he plopped his new toy onto the dashboard of his pickup and drove off, happy as a clam.


    Sunday morning when I eased into the passenger seat of the BMW, I found Stephen balancing the MapMasterIV on his knees. He plugged its cord into the cigarette lighter socket and jiggled what I took to be an aerial up and down. He leaned sideways, so close I could smell his Drakkar Noir aftershave, adjusted the MapMaster on its bean bag base, positioned the whole shebang on the dashboard, and punched a few buttons. Then he backed carefully out of the driveway, grinning. “Just listen,” he said.


    Drive point two miles west and turn right.


    The MapMaster was female and she spoke in a calm, non-judgmental voice, like the 411 information lady.


    Obediently, Stephen turned right onto Dogwood Lane. “It’ll direct us to church.”


    “You know how to get to church.”


    “Of course I know how to get to church, Marjorie Ann, but it’s interesting to see how the MapMaster will route us.”


    Drive one point seven miles south and turn right.


    Stephen tilted the MapMaster slightly in my direction so I could see the bright yellow display. He tapped the screen with his index finger. “Here’s our route in pink. That’s the interstate over there, in red,” he explained, as if I were a particularly slow and difficult child.


    Continue point five miles and take ramp right.


    Stephen flipped on his turn signal and eased the car onto the interstate. “It’s fantastic technology,” he beamed. “Uses the global positioning system. It gloms onto satellites, figures out where you are, then gives you driving directions.” He waved a hand. “It comes pre-programmed with hotels and restaurants, or you can put in a street address.…” His voice trailed off. “I’ve got it programmed for St. Margarets.”


    Drive four point one miles and exit right.


    I watched as Allen Parkway, our usual turnoff, receded in my side view mirror. “Why didn’t you turn back there, Stephen?”


    Stephen stared straight ahead, one hand resting lightly on top of the steering wheel. “I wanted to see where Marilyn would route us.”


    “Marilyn?”


    “MapMaster. M. M. Get it?”


    I rolled my eyes toward heaven. Where in the marriage vows did I promise to cherish a guy who names his toys after dead movie stars? I sighed. “Well, I can understand why, uh, Marilyn might be helpful if you’re driving in a strange city and don’t know where you’re going,” I grumbled. “But if you already know the way, why waste time fooling around?” I swiveled the screen toward me and studied the buttons: Find, Route, Menu.


    “Don’t mess with it, Marjorie Ann! You’ll screw up the settings.”


    “Okay, okay.” I raised both hands in self-defense. “I won’t touch your precious whatzit.” I folded my arms across my chest and settled into my seat, wishing I could turn on the radio, but I knew better. Stephen wouldn’t be able to hear MM over the sound of NPR.


    A few minutes later, MM chirped, In four hundred feet turn right.


    Stephen pulled off the expressway and, following MM’s instructions, wound through a public housing project and an industrial neighborhood until at last, by some miracle, we turned onto a street I recognized and I could see St. Margaret’s steeple directly ahead.


    Arriving at destination on right.


    “Well I’ll be darned,” I said.


    Stephen eased into the parking lot, switched off the ignition and grinned like a schoolboy. “Ain’t technology grand?”


    Even Reverend Nelson’s interminable sermon on life lessons to be learned from the parable of the Prodigal Son didn’t dampen Stephen’s enthusiasm. After the benediction, he hustled me out to the car, not even pausing on the chapel steps to shake the good Reverend’s meaty hand. “Toilet paper,” I reminded my husband somewhat breathlessly. “And milk.”


    Stephen drove the few blocks to our Whole Foods market and waited while I went into the store. When I returned to the parking lot carrying my purchases, Stephen demonstrated how to set a waypoint. “You just drive where you want to go, Marjorie Ann, and press the Mark button.” A number popped up on the screen. “Now you use this rocker pad to rename the waypoint. W … H … O … There. Whole Foods.” Looking over his shoulder, I noticed that Stephen had already set up waypoints for his office, Home Depot, Golds Gym, B&B Yachts and our home, of course. He punched the waypoint labeled “Home” and peeled out of the parking lot, tires squealing.


    Between Whole Foods and Home, the bypass around the construction site on Truman Street threw MM for a loop. Off route. Recalculating.


    “Why it’d do that?” I asked.


    “It’s a new road, Marjorie Ann. Marilyn doesn’t know about it.”


    MM dutifully recalculated and wanted us to go up Route 2 and take the Route 100 by-pass, but Stephen decided not to.


    Off route. Recalculating.


    The woman was far more patient with my husband than I was.


    As soon as possible, make a U-turn, she recommended politely.


    “You could make money,” I mused. “Designing special voices for this thing.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You can already select a language,” I said. “So why not come up with some alternate voice chips,” I suggested, “like the nagging wife. Instead of saying ‘off route, recalculating,’ she’d say, ‘You missed the turn, you idiot! But do you ever listen to me? Nooooh.’”


    The corner of Stephen’s mouth twitched upward.


    “Or,” I continued, warming to my invention. “You could punch in a waypoint for your mother. Then every time you by-passed her house it’s ‘So, Mr. Bigshot. How come you never visit your mother? Make a U-turn. Now!’”


    Stephen joined in, dredging up a Beavis and Butthead voice from somewhere in his reckless youth. “Whoa, Dude, Like there’s a fork in the road. Huh huh huh. Fork. Get it?” He chuckled, a rare event, and turned to study me over the rims of his sunglasses. “You patent that, Marjorie Ann, and we can both retire to the south of France.”


    Truth is, Stephen made excellent money as the head of his own firm. We could retire to the south of France like, any minute, if he wanted, but Stephen preferred to spend his money and his spare time on boating or golfing or off-roading in the Arizona desert. The previous weekend he’d dragged me to the GM dealership to check out a Humvee. As if.


    I squirmed in my seat. MM had selected a route home that didn’t involve a freeway. If she didn’t hurry up, the milk would spoil. “I think you should just go straight up 32,” I said, feeling testy.


    Stephen ignored me.


    “I’ll bet this route is ten minutes longer.”


    “Than?”


    “Than going straight up 32.”


    “Where’s your sense of adventure, Marjorie Ann?”


    “I don’t know, Stephen. I think I lost it back in 1998.”


    MM was feeling testy, too. Off route. Recalculating.


    Stephen slapped his palm against the steering wheel. “Damn!”


    I flinched. “Why’d she say that?”


    “I missed the exit. I was listening to you, Marjorie Anne. Can’t you keep quiet even for a minute?”


    I turned my head and glared out the passenger-side window, my eyes shooting darts into the trees, my mouth clamped shut, feeling glad that Stephen was leaving town the next day for the annual AICPA tech conference in Las Vegas. He was giving a talk on the paperless office. Paperless, ha! Good thing nobody at the AICPA had to empty Stephen’s wastepaper basket or they’d ask for their money back.


    I would have gone along—the Venetian Hotel has lagoons with gondolas floating through it, et mind-blowing cetera—but Mama was having an eyelift and I felt obliged to stay home and hold her hand. So while Stephen spent his days holed up in frigid conference rooms and his nights playing blackjack on The Strip, I spent mine fetching and toting for Mama. I bundled up her newspapers for recycling, cleaned out her refrigerator and scoured the shelves at Blockbuster for Russell Crowe DVDs. She invited me to the film fest, but I think it was because she wanted me to make the popcorn.


    Mid-week, I was taking a break from Mama and getting a pedicure when she rang through on my cell phone. “Can you pick up Elroy in Shady Side?”


    Elroy was Mama’s handyman. His truck had “broke down” and Mama was too hopped up on pain killers to drive down there herself.


    I didn’t feel like going anywhere and told her so.


    “Do you want to pick dead leaves out of my swimming pool, Marjorie Ann? Or mow the lawn?” Without waiting for an answer, Mama started rattling off directions to Elroy’s, but I tuned out about halfway through. I had Elroy’s address. I had Stephen’s MapMaster. Piece of cake.


    Stephen had left the MapMaster locked up in his truck, so when I got home from the beauty parlor, I moved it into the BMW. When I plugged it in, MM politely informed me she was acquiring her satellites, then waited for me to press Find, then Addresses. I used the rocker key to spell out, number by number and letter by letter, Elroy’s address, then pressed Go To.


    MM, bless her little batteries and computer chip heart, got me to Elroy’s and back to Mama’s without a hitch.


    I was backing down her driveway, mere seconds from a clean getaway, when Mama popped out her front door, waving her arms. “Trash bags, Marjorie Ann! I need heavy-duty trash bags. And bug spray!” I waggled my fingers so she’d know I’d heard her, then punched Home Depot into the MapMasterIV.


    I hardly ever go to Home Depot, especially from Mama’s house, so it didn’t particularly surprise me when MM directed me off the freeway and onto a quiet street in Morningside Heights. I was surprised when she advised me to turn right into a cul-de-sac and absolutely astonished when MM announced that I was arriving at destination, smack dab in front of a cute little Dutch colonial.


    I recognized the house. It belonged to Cheryl, from church. She sang in the choir with Stephen. At the Ferguson wedding they’d sung a duet, “One Hand, One Heart,” and there hadn’t been a dry eye in the house.


    Why had Stephen set a waypoint for Cheryl? I felt dizzy, wondering if all the hours they’d spent practicing “One Hand, One Heart” had escalated into Two Hands, Big Breasts.


    Deeply suspicious, I selected the waypoint Stephen had set up for Gold’s Gym and pushed Go To. MM directed me out of the cul-de-sac, back onto the freeway and through the center of town. Gold’s Gym had long disappeared from my rear-view mirror when MM instructed me to turn into Foxcroft Acres, a new development on the south side of town.


    Arriving at destination on right.


    I eased my foot onto the brake and stared at the name on the mailbox: J. Barton. I recognized that name, too. The “J” stood for Julie and she was Stephen’s personal trainer.


    So, Julie had set up private practice in her home? Helping my husband with his pushups, perhaps? If Stephen hadn’t been in Las Vegas, I would have beaned him with one of his own five-pound, handheld dumbbells.


    I slammed the accelerator to the floor, and peeled out of there. Mama’s trash bags and bug spray would just have to wait.


    The waypoints labeled “T&E” and “Russell” turned out to be just that, the Art Deco building housing the city’s most prominent accounting firm and the office of Russell Herman, Stephen’s attorney, respectively. But when I followed MM’s directions for B&B Yachts, she took me miles out of town, down Route 214 and onto a narrow country road that ended in a long wooden pier.


    Arriving at destination.


    The BMW’s tires crunched on the gravel as I eased onto the shoulder and cut the engine. Just ahead, at the water’s edge, stood a cluster of summer cottages that had been converted into year-around homes. A child of perhaps three or four rode a tricycle around and around on the blacktopped driveway of a white clapboard rancher adjacent to the pier. I scrunched down in the driver’s seat and watched the kid pop wheelies, my head swimming. What the hell was going on?


    Almost immediately, the garage door yawned open and a woman appeared, her hair a nimbus of gold against the dark interior behind her. I scrunched down even further. When I dared to peek again, she had hustled the kid into a car seat and was backing her PT Cruiser out of the garage and down the drive.


    B&B Yachts? Hah! I knew what was going on. Stephen was leading a double life. He probably had mistresses, maybe even wives and children, scattered all across the city. The county. The state of Maryland. Maybe even the world!


    After all I’d done for the SOB! I watched the dust kicked up by his girlfriend’s tires swirl down the road behind me and remembered a moment just before our wedding, at the rehearsal dinner. I had been leaning over the sink in the ladies room, touching up my lip liner, when Mama took me aside and in one of those priceless mother-daughter moments, came the closest she ever came to discussing sex with me. “Remember, Marjorie Ann. Give a man steak at home, and he won’t go out for hamburger.” Well, I’d been giving Stephen filet mignon twice a week since our honeymoon, so what the hell was he going out for? Tenderloin?


    When the dust had settled, I climbed out of the car, hoping that a walk in the spring sunshine might clear the sick visions out of my head. I strolled to the end of the road and stepped onto the pier. To my left, three sailboats bobbed quietly, water chuckling softly along their sleek fiberglass hulls. To my right, a half dozen kayaks were lined up on a narrow strip of sand, each stern bearing a TWHA stencil to show that they belonged to the Truxton Woods Homeowners’ Association. If I took one out for a paddle, probably nobody would notice or care.


    I reached the end of the pier and sat down on the rough boards, dangling my feet over the water. A soft breeze lifted my hair and cooled the hot tears that streamed down my cheeks. I turned my face toward the afternoon sun. As far as I was concerned, Stephen could take a long walk off a short pier.


    I sat up straight. Where had that come from? Perhaps the snowy egret elegantly fishing in the shallows had whispered the suggestion into my ear. A long walk off a short pier. I scrambled to my feet, brushed off the seat of my slacks and hurried back to the car to fetch MM.


    With the MapMaster tucked under one arm, I returned to the beach and selected what appeared to be the most seaworthy kayak. I switched MM to battery power, then laid it carefully on the bottom of the boat. I plopped down on the sand, rolled up my pant legs, removed my shoes, and set them next to MM. When I was confident nobody was looking, I eased the kayak into the water, climbed aboard, and paddled to a spot about fifty feet off the end of the pier where I figured the water would be nice and deep. I balanced the paddle across the gunwales and lifted MM onto my lap, my thumbs hovering over her array of buttons.


    I had been half listening when Stephen showed me how to set a waypoint; I hoped I wouldn’t foul it up. Following his instructions as I remembered them, I punched the MARK button to capture my present location, somewhere in the middle of Calvert Creek. When MM asked me to, I used the rocker pad to scroll through the letters, carefully relabeling my new waypoint: “B&B Yachts” and obliterating the old one.


    When Stephen came home from Vegas on Friday it was all I could do to remain civil, wondering with whom he’d shared his king-sized bed at the Venetian, wondering who had been his lucky charm at the blackjack tables, wondering who had been his partner for the two-for-the-price-of-one buffet dinner special at The Mirage. I could hardly bear for Stephen to touch me, wondering as his fingers caressed my cheek exactly where those hands had been lately.


    Monday night, no surprise, Stephen called on his cell phone to say he wouldn’t be home for dinner.


    “Where are you now?” I asked.


    “Just leaving the gym and heading back to the office.”


    In the background, MM chimed in. In point three miles take ramp right.


    I paused, doing my own recalculation. Ramp right. From his gym to the office was a straight shot down Fairmont. No right ramps anywhere in that scenario. “I see,” I said, each word a frozen shard.


    “It’s tax season, Marjorie Ann. Need I remind you? I’m working late. I have a lot to do.”


    Drive one point three miles then exit left.


    Where had I seen an exit left recently? Ah, yes. On the way to whomever lived at “B&B Yachts.”


    Inside me, something snapped. “Lies, Stephen. All lies.”


    “What are you talking about, Marjorie Ann?”


    I held the receiver to my ear, silently seething, listening to Stephen pile excuse upon sorry excuse while in the background, turn by turn, MM was confirming what I already knew. In a few minutes, Stephen would be heading down a dark, dusty country road, where a beautiful blonde awaited him in a white clapboard rancher adjacent to a pier.


    “Marjorie Ann? You still there?”


    “As far as I’m concerned, Stephen, you can go straight to hell!”


    “You can’t …” Stephen began, followed by, “What the—?” and seconds later by the nearly simultaneous explosions of shattered glass and deploying airbags.


    And MM’s voice, softly reassuring. Arriving at destination.
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    THE BLUE CROSS, by G.K. Chesterton


    Between the silver ribbon of morning and the green glittering ribbon of sea, the boat touched Harwich and let loose a swarm of folk like flies, among whom the man we must follow was by no means conspicuous—nor wished to be. There was nothing notable about him, except a slight contrast between the holiday gaiety of his clothes and the official gravity of his face. His clothes included a slight, pale grey jacket, a white waistcoat, and a silver straw hat with a grey-blue ribbon. His lean face was dark by contrast, and ended in a curt black beard that looked Spanish and suggested an Elizabethan ruff. He was smoking a cigarette with the seriousness of an idler. There was nothing about him to indicate the fact that the grey jacket covered a loaded revolver, that the white waistcoat covered a police card, or that the straw hat covered one of the most powerful intellects in Europe. For this was Valentin himself, the head of the Paris police and the most famous investigator of the world; and he was coming from Brussels to London to make the greatest arrest of the century.


    Flambeau was in England. The police of three countries had tracked the great criminal at last from Ghent to Brussels, from Brussels to the Hook of Holland; and it was conjectured that he would take some advantage of the unfamiliarity and confusion of the Eucharistic Congress, then taking place in London. Probably he would travel as some minor clerk or secretary connected with it; but, of course, Valentin could not be certain; nobody could be certain about Flambeau.


    It is many years now since this colossus of crime suddenly ceased keeping the world in a turmoil; and when he ceased, as they said after the death of Roland, there was a great quiet upon the earth. But in his best days (I mean, of course, his worst) Flambeau was a figure as statuesque and international as the Kaiser. Almost every morning the daily paper announced that he had escaped the consequences of one extraordinary crime by committing another. He was a Gascon of gigantic stature and bodily daring; and the wildest tales were told of his outbursts of athletic humour; how he turned the juge d’instruction upside down and stood him on his head, “to clear his mind”; how he ran down the Rue de Rivoli with a policeman under each arm. It is due to him to say that his fantastic physical strength was generally employed in such bloodless though undignified scenes; his real crimes were chiefly those of ingenious and wholesale robbery. But each of his thefts was almost a new sin, and would make a story by itself. It was he who ran the great Tyrolean Dairy Company in London, with no dairies, no cows, no carts, no milk, but with some thousand subscribers. These he served by the simple operation of moving the little milk cans outside people’s doors to the doors of his own customers. It was he who had kept up an unaccountable and close correspondence with a young lady whose whole letter-bag was intercepted, by the extraordinary trick of photographing his messages infinitesimally small upon the slides of a microscope. A sweeping simplicity, however, marked many of his experiments. It is said that he once repainted all the numbers in a street in the dead of night merely to divert one traveller into a trap. It is quite certain that he invented a portable pillar-box, which he put up at corners in quiet suburbs on the chance of strangers dropping postal orders into it. Lastly, he was known to be a startling acrobat; despite his huge figure, he could leap like a grasshopper and melt into the tree-tops like a monkey. Hence the great Valentin, when he set out to find Flambeau, was perfectly aware that his adventures would not end when he had found him.


    But how was he to find him? On this the great Valentin’s ideas were still in process of settlement.


    There was one thing which Flambeau, with all his dexterity of disguise, could not cover, and that was his singular height. If Valentin’s quick eye had caught a tall apple-woman, a tall grenadier, or even a tolerably tall duchess, he might have arrested them on the spot. But all along his train there was nobody that could be a disguised Flambeau, any more than a cat could be a disguised giraffe. About the people on the boat he had already satisfied himself; and the people picked up at Harwich or on the journey limited themselves with certainty to six. There was a short railway official travelling up to the terminus, three fairly short market gardeners picked up two stations afterwards, one very short widow lady going up from a small Essex town, and a very short Roman Catholic priest going up from a small Essex village. When it came to the last case, Valentin gave it up and almost laughed. The little priest was so much the essence of those Eastern flats; he had a face as round and dull as a Norfolk dumpling; he had eyes as empty as the North Sea; he had several brown paper parcels, which he was quite incapable of collecting. The Eucharistic Congress had doubtless sucked out of their local stagnation many such creatures, blind and helpless, like moles disinterred. Valentin was a sceptic in the severe style of France, and could have no love for priests. But he could have pity for them, and this one might have provoked pity in anybody. He had a large, shabby umbrella, which constantly fell on the floor. He did not seem to know which was the right end of his return ticket. He explained with a moon-calf simplicity to everybody in the carriage that he had to be careful, because he had something made of real silver “with blue stones” in one of his brown-paper parcels. His quaint blending of Essex flatness with saintly simplicity continuously amused the Frenchman till the priest arrived (somehow) at Tottenham with all his parcels, and came back for his umbrella. When he did the last, Valentin even had the good nature to warn him not to take care of the silver by telling everybody about it. But to whomever he talked, Valentin kept his eye open for someone else; he looked out steadily for anyone, rich or poor, male or female, who was well up to six feet; for Flambeau was four inches above it.


    He alighted at Liverpool Street, however, quite conscientiously secure that he had not missed the criminal so far. He then went to Scotland Yard to regularise his position and arrange for help in case of need; he then lit another cigarette and went for a long stroll in the streets of London. As he was walking in the streets and squares beyond Victoria, he paused suddenly and stood. It was a quaint, quiet square, very typical of London, full of an accidental stillness. The tall, flat houses round looked at once prosperous and uninhabited; the square of shrubbery in the centre looked as deserted as a green Pacific islet. One of the four sides was much higher than the rest, like a dais; and the line of this side was broken by one of London’s admirable accidents—a restaurant that looked as if it had strayed from Soho. It was an unreasonably attractive object, with dwarf plants in pots and long, striped blinds of lemon yellow and white. It stood specially high above the street, and in the usual patchwork way of London, a flight of steps from the street ran up to meet the front door almost as a fire-escape might run up to a first-floor window. Valentin stood and smoked in front of the yellow-white blinds and considered them long.


    The most incredible thing about miracles is that they happen. A few clouds in heaven do come together into the staring shape of one human eye. A tree does stand up in the landscape of a doubtful journey in the exact and elaborate shape of a note of interrogation. I have seen both these things myself within the last few days. Nelson does die in the instant of victory; and a man named Williams does quite accidentally murder a man named Williamson; it sounds like a sort of infanticide. In short, there is in life an element of elfin coincidence which people reckoning on the prosaic may perpetually miss. As it has been well expressed in the paradox of Poe, wisdom should reckon on the unforeseen.


    Aristide Valentin was unfathomably French; and the French intelligence is intelligence specially and solely. He was not “a thinking machine”; for that is a brainless phrase of modern fatalism and materialism. A machine only is a machine because it cannot think. But he was a thinking man, and a plain man at the same time. All his wonderful successes, that looked like conjuring, had been gained by plodding logic, by clear and commonplace French thought. The French electrify the world not by starting any paradox, they electrify it by carrying out a truism. They carry a truism so far—as in the French Revolution. But exactly because Valentin understood reason, he understood the limits of reason. Only a man who knows nothing of motors talks of motoring without petrol; only a man who knows nothing of reason talks of reasoning without strong, undisputed first principles. Here he had no strong first principles. Flambeau had been missed at Harwich; and if he was in London at all, he might be anything from a tall tramp on Wimbledon Common to a tall toast-master at the Hotel Metropole. In such a naked state of nescience, Valentin had a view and a method of his own.


    In such cases he reckoned on the unforeseen. In such cases, when he could not follow the train of the reasonable, he coldly and carefully followed the train of the unreasonable. Instead of going to the right places—banks, police stations, rendezvous—he systematically went to the wrong places; knocked at every empty house, turned down every cul de sac, went up every lane blocked with rubbish, went round every crescent that led him uselessly out of the way. He defended this crazy course quite logically. He said that if one had a clue this was the worst way; but if one had no clue at all it was the best, because there was just the chance that any oddity that caught the eye of the pursuer might be the same that had caught the eye of the pursued. Somewhere a man must begin, and it had better be just where another man might stop. Something about that flight of steps up to the shop, something about the quietude and quaintness of the restaurant, roused all the detective’s rare romantic fancy and made him resolve to strike at random. He went up the steps, and sitting down at a table by the window, asked for a cup of black coffee.


    It was half-way through the morning, and he had not breakfasted; the slight litter of other breakfasts stood about on the table to remind him of his hunger; and adding a poached egg to his order, he proceeded musingly to shake some white sugar into his coffee, thinking all the time about Flambeau. He remembered how Flambeau had escaped, once by a pair of nail scissors, and once by a house on fire; once by having to pay for an unstamped letter, and once by getting people to look through a telescope at a comet that might destroy the world. He thought his detective brain as good as the criminal’s, which was true. But he fully realised the disadvantage. “The criminal is the creative artist; the detective only the critic,” he said with a sour smile, and lifted his coffee cup to his lips slowly, and put it down very quickly. He had put salt in it.


    He looked at the vessel from which the silvery powder had come; it was certainly a sugar-basin; as unmistakably meant for sugar as a champagne-bottle for champagne. He wondered why they should keep salt in it. He looked to see if there were any more orthodox vessels. Yes; there were two salt-cellars quite full. Perhaps there was some speciality in the condiment in the salt-cellars. He tasted it; it was sugar. Then he looked round at the restaurant with a refreshed air of interest, to see if there were any other traces of that singular artistic taste which puts the sugar in the salt-cellars and the salt in the sugar-basin. Except for an odd splash of some dark fluid on one of the white-papered walls, the whole place appeared neat, cheerful and ordinary. He rang the bell for the waiter.


    When that official hurried up, fuzzy-haired and somewhat blear-eyed at that early hour, the detective (who was not without an appreciation of the simpler forms of humour) asked him to taste the sugar and see if it was up to the high reputation of the hotel. The result was that the waiter yawned suddenly and woke up.


    “Do you play this delicate joke on your customers every morning?” inquired Valentin. “Does changing the salt and sugar never pall on you as a jest?”


    The waiter, when this irony grew clearer, stammeringly assured him that the establishment had certainly no such intention; it must be a most curious mistake. He picked up the sugar-basin and looked at it; he picked up the salt-cellar and looked at that, his face growing more and more bewildered. At last he abruptly excused himself, and hurrying away, returned in a few seconds with the proprietor. The proprietor also examined the sugar-basin and then the salt-cellar; the proprietor also looked bewildered.


    Suddenly the waiter seemed to grow inarticulate with a rush of words.


    “I zink,” he stuttered eagerly, “I zink it is those two clergy-men.”


    “What two clergymen?”


    “The two clergymen,” said the waiter, “that threw soup at the wall.”


    “Threw soup at the wall?” repeated Valentin, feeling sure this must be some singular Italian metaphor.


    “Yes, yes,” said the attendant excitedly, and pointed at the dark splash on the white paper; “threw it over there on the wall.”


    Valentin looked his query at the proprietor, who came to his rescue with fuller reports.


    “Yes, sir,” he said, “it’s quite true, though I don’t suppose it has anything to do with the sugar and salt. Two clergymen came in and drank soup here very early, as soon as the shutters were taken down. They were both very quiet, respectable people; one of them paid the bill and went out; the other, who seemed a slower coach altogether, was some minutes longer getting his things together. But he went at last. Only, the instant before he stepped into the street he deliberately picked up his cup, which he had only half emptied, and threw the soup slap on the wall. I was in the back room myself, and so was the waiter; so I could only rush out in time to find the wall splashed and the shop empty. It don’t do any particular damage, but it was confounded cheek; and I tried to catch the men in the street. They were too far off though; I only noticed they went round the next corner into Carstairs Street.”


    The detective was on his feet, hat settled and stick in hand. He had already decided that in the universal darkness of his mind he could only follow the first odd finger that pointed; and this finger was odd enough. Paying his bill and clashing the glass doors behind him, he was soon swinging round into the other street.


    It was fortunate that even in such fevered moments his eye was cool and quick. Something in a shop-front went by him like a mere flash; yet he went back to look at it. The shop was a popular greengrocer and fruiterer’s, an array of goods set out in the open air and plainly ticketed with their names and prices. In the two most prominent compartments were two heaps, of oranges and of nuts respectively. On the heap of nuts lay a scrap of cardboard, on which was written in bold, blue chalk, “Best tangerine oranges, two a penny.” On the oranges was the equally clear and exact description, “Finest Brazil nuts, 4d. a lb.” M. Valentin looked at these two placards and fancied he had met this highly subtle form of humour before, and that somewhat recently. He drew the attention of the red-faced fruiterer, who was looking rather sullenly up and down the street, to this inaccuracy in his advertisements. The fruiterer said nothing, but sharply put each card into its proper place. The detective, leaning elegantly on his walking-cane, continued to scrutinise the shop. At last he said, “Pray excuse my apparent irrelevance, my good sir, but I should like to ask you a question in experimental psychology and the association of ideas.”


    The red-faced shopman regarded him with an eye of menace; but he continued gaily, swinging his cane, “Why,” he pursued, “why are two tickets wrongly placed in a greengrocer’s shop like a shovel hat that has come to London for a holiday? Or, in case I do not make myself clear, what is the mystical association which connects the idea of nuts marked as oranges with the idea of two clergymen, one tall and the other short?”


    The eyes of the tradesman stood out of his head like a snail’s; he really seemed for an instant likely to fling himself upon the stranger. At last he stammered angrily: “I don’t know what you ’ave to do with it, but if you’re one of their friends, you can tell ’em from me that I’ll knock their silly ’eads off, parsons or no parsons, if they upset my apples again.”


    “Indeed?” asked the detective, with great sympathy. “Did they upset your apples?”


    “One of ’em did,” said the heated shopman; “rolled ’em all over the street. I’d ’ave caught the fool but for havin’ to pick ’em up.”


    “Which way did these parsons go?” asked Valentin.


    “Up that second road on the left-hand side, and then across the square,” said the other promptly.


    “Thanks,” replied Valentin, and vanished like a fairy. On the other side of the second square he found a policeman, and said: “This is urgent, constable; have you seen two clergymen in shovel hats?”


    The policeman began to chuckle heavily. “I ’ave, sir; and if you arst me, one of ’em was drunk. He stood in the middle of the road that bewildered that—”


    “Which way did they go?” snapped Valentin.


    “They took one of them yellow buses over there,” answered the man; “them that go to Hampstead.”


    Valentin produced his official card and said very rapidly: “Call up two of your men to come with me in pursuit,” and crossed the road with such contagious energy that the ponderous policeman was moved to almost agile obedience. In a minute and a half the French detective was joined on the opposite pavement by an inspector and a man in plain clothes.


    “Well, sir,” began the former, with smiling importance, “and what may—?”


    Valentin pointed suddenly with his cane. “I’ll tell you on the top of that omnibus,” he said, and was darting and dodging across the tangle of the traffic. When all three sank panting on the top seats of the yellow vehicle, the inspector said: “We could go four times as quick in a taxi.”


    “Quite true,” replied their leader placidly, “if we only had an idea of where we were going.”


    “Well, where are you going?” asked the other, staring.


    Valentin smoked frowningly for a few seconds; then, removing his cigarette, he said: “If you know what a man’s doing, get in front of him; but if you want to guess what he’s doing, keep behind him. Stray when he strays; stop when he stops; travel as slowly as he. Then you may see what he saw and may act as he acted. All we can do is to keep our eyes skinned for a queer thing.”


    “What sort of queer thing do you mean?” asked the inspector.


    “Any sort of queer thing,” answered Valentin, and relapsed into obstinate silence.


    The yellow omnibus crawled up the northern roads for what seemed like hours on end; the great detective would not explain further, and perhaps his assistants felt a silent and growing doubt of his errand. Perhaps, also, they felt a silent and growing desire for lunch, for the hours crept long past the normal luncheon hour, and the long roads of the North London suburbs seemed to shoot out into length after length like an infernal telescope. It was one of those journeys on which a man perpetually feels that now at last he must have come to the end of the universe, and then finds he has only come to the beginning of Tufnell Park. London died away in draggled taverns and dreary scrubs, and then was unaccountably born again in blazing high streets and blatant hotels. It was like passing through thirteen separate vulgar cities all just touching each other. But though the winter twilight was already threatening the road ahead of them, the Parisian detective still sat silent and watchful, eyeing the frontage of the streets that slid by on either side. By the time they had left Camden Town behind, the policemen were nearly asleep; at least, they gave something like a jump as Valentin leapt erect, struck a hand on each man’s shoulder, and shouted to the driver to stop.


    They tumbled down the steps into the road without realising why they had been dislodged; when they looked round for enlightenment they found Valentin triumphantly pointing his finger towards a window on the left side of the road. It was a large window, forming part of the long facade of a gilt and palatial public-house; it was the part reserved for respectable dining, and labelled “Restaurant.” This window, like all the rest along the frontage of the hotel, was of frosted and figured glass; but in the middle of it was a big, black smash, like a star in the ice.


    “Our cue at last,” cried Valentin, waving his stick; “the place with the broken window.”


    “What window? What cue?” asked his principal assistant. “Why, what proof is there that this has anything to do with them?”


    Valentin almost broke his bamboo stick with rage.


    “Proof!” he cried. “Good God! the man is looking for proof! Why, of course, the chances are twenty to one that it has nothing to do with them. But what else can we do? Don’t you see we must either follow one wild possibility or else go home to bed?” He banged his way into the restaurant, followed by his companions, and they were soon seated at a late luncheon at a little table, and looked at the star of smashed glass from the inside. Not that it was very informative to them even then.


    “Got your window broken, I see,” said Valentin to the waiter as he paid the bill.


    “Yes, sir,” answered the attendant, bending busily over the change, to which Valentin silently added an enormous tip. The waiter straightened himself with mild but unmistakable animation.


    “Ah, yes, sir,” he said. “Very odd thing, that, sir.”


    “Indeed?” Tell us about it,” said the detective with careless curiosity.


    “Well, two gents in black came in,” said the waiter; “two of those foreign parsons that are running about. They had a cheap and quiet little lunch, and one of them paid for it and went out. The other was just going out to join him when I looked at my change again and found he’d paid me more than three times too much. ‘Here,’ I says to the chap who was nearly out of the door, ‘you’ve paid too much.’ ‘Oh,’ he says, very cool, ‘have we?’ ‘Yes,’ I says, and picks up the bill to show him. Well, that was a knock-out.”


    “What do you mean?” asked his interlocutor.


    “Well, I’d have sworn on seven Bibles that I’d put 4s. on that bill. But now I saw I’d put 14s., as plain as paint.”


    “Well?” cried Valentin, moving slowly, but with burning eyes, “and then?”


    “The parson at the door he says all serene, ‘Sorry to confuse your accounts, but it’ll pay for the window.’ ‘What window?’ I says. ‘The one I’m going to break,’ he says, and smashed that blessed pane with his umbrella.”


    All three inquirers made an exclamation; and the inspector said under his breath, “Are we after escaped lunatics?” The waiter went on with some relish for the ridiculous story:


    “I was so knocked silly for a second, I couldn’t do anything. The man marched out of the place and joined his friend just round the corner. Then they went so quick up Bullock Street that I couldn’t catch them, though I ran round the bars to do it.”


    “Bullock Street,” said the detective, and shot up that thoroughfare as quickly as the strange couple he pursued.


    Their journey now took them through bare brick ways like tunnels; streets with few lights and even with few windows; streets that seemed built out of the blank backs of everything and everywhere. Dusk was deepening, and it was not easy even for the London policemen to guess in what exact direction they were treading. The inspector, however, was pretty certain that they would eventually strike some part of Hampstead Heath. Abruptly one bulging gas-lit window broke the blue twilight like a bull’s-eye lantern; and Valentin stopped an instant before a little garish sweetstuff shop. After an instant’s hesitation he went in; he stood amid the gaudy colours of the confectionery with entire gravity and bought thirteen chocolate cigars with a certain care. He was clearly preparing an opening; but he did not need one.


    An angular, elderly young woman in the shop had regarded his elegant appearance with a merely automatic inquiry; but when she saw the door behind him blocked with the blue uniform of the inspector, her eyes seemed to wake up.


    “Oh,” she said, “if you’ve come about that parcel, I’ve sent it off already.”


    “Parcel?” repeated Valentin; and it was his turn to look inquiring.


    “I mean the parcel the gentleman left—the clergyman gentleman.”


    “For goodness’ sake,” said Valentin, leaning forward with his first real confession of eagerness, “for Heaven’s sake tell us what happened exactly.”


    “Well,” said the woman a little doubtfully, “the clergymen came in about half an hour ago and bought some peppermints and talked a bit, and then went off towards the Heath. But a second after, one of them runs back into the shop and says, ‘Have I left a parcel!’ Well, I looked everywhere and couldn’t see one; so he says, ‘Never mind; but if it should turn up, please post it to this address,’ and he left me the address and a shilling for my trouble. And sure enough, though I thought I’d looked everywhere, I found he’d left a brown paper parcel, so I posted it to the place he said. I can’t remember the address now; it was somewhere in Westminster. But as the thing seemed so important, I thought perhaps the police had come about it.”


    “So they have,” said Valentin shortly. “Is Hampstead Heath near here?”


    “Straight on for fifteen minutes,” said the woman, “and you’ll come right out on the open.” Valentin sprang out of the shop and began to run. The other detectives followed him at a reluctant trot.


    The street they threaded was so narrow and shut in by shadows that when they came out unexpectedly into the void common and vast sky they were startled to find the evening still so light and clear. A perfect dome of peacock-green sank into gold amid the blackening trees and the dark violet distances. The glowing green tint was just deep enough to pick out in points of crystal one or two stars. All that was left of the daylight lay in a golden glitter across the edge of Hampstead and that popular hollow which is called the Vale of Health. The holiday makers who roam this region had not wholly dispersed; a few couples sat shapelessly on benches; and here and there a distant girl still shrieked in one of the swings. The glory of heaven deepened and darkened around the sublime vulgarity of man; and standing on the slope and looking across the valley, Valentin beheld the thing which he sought.


    Among the black and breaking groups in that distance was one especially black which did not break—a group of two figures clerically clad. Though they seemed as small as insects, Valentin could see that one of them was much smaller than the other. Though the other had a student’s stoop and an inconspicuous manner, he could see that the man was well over six feet high. He shut his teeth and went forward, whirling his stick impatiently. By the time he had substantially diminished the distance and magnified the two black figures as in a vast microscope, he had perceived something else; something which startled him, and yet which he had somehow expected. Whoever was the tall priest, there could be no doubt about the identity of the short one. It was his friend of the Harwich train, the stumpy little cure of Essex whom he had warned about his brown paper parcels.


    Now, so far as this went, everything fitted in finally and rationally enough. Valentin had learned by his inquiries that morning that a Father Brown from Essex was bringing up a silver cross with sapphires, a relic of considerable value, to show some of the foreign priests at the congress. This undoubtedly was the “silver with blue stones”; and Father Brown undoubtedly was the little greenhorn in the train. Now there was nothing wonderful about the fact that what Valentin had found out Flambeau had also found out; Flambeau found out everything. Also there was nothing wonderful in the fact that when Flambeau heard of a sapphire cross he should try to steal it; that was the most natural thing in all natural history. And most certainly there was nothing wonderful about the fact that Flambeau should have it all his own way with such a silly sheep as the man with the umbrella and the parcels. He was the sort of man whom anybody could lead on a string to the North Pole; it was not surprising that an actor like Flambeau, dressed as another priest, could lead him to Hampstead Heath. So far the crime seemed clear enough; and while the detective pitied the priest for his helplessness, he almost despised Flambeau for condescending to so gullible a victim. But when Valentin thought of all that had happened in between, of all that had led him to his triumph, he racked his brains for the smallest rhyme or reason in it. What had the stealing of a blue-and-silver cross from a priest from Essex to do with chucking soup at wall paper? What had it to do with calling nuts oranges, or with paying for windows first and breaking them afterwards? He had come to the end of his chase; yet somehow he had missed the middle of it. When he failed (which was seldom), he had usually grasped the clue, but nevertheless missed the criminal. Here he had grasped the criminal, but still he could not grasp the clue.


    The two figures that they followed were crawling like black flies across the huge green contour of a hill. They were evidently sunk in conversation, and perhaps did not notice where they were going; but they were certainly going to the wilder and more silent heights of the Heath. As their pursuers gained on them, the latter had to use the undignified attitudes of the deer-stalker, to crouch behind clumps of trees and even to crawl prostrate in deep grass. By these ungainly ingenuities the hunters even came close enough to the quarry to hear the murmur of the discussion, but no word could be distinguished except the word “reason” recurring frequently in a high and almost childish voice. Once over an abrupt dip of land and a dense tangle of thickets, the detectives actually lost the two figures they were following. They did not find the trail again for an agonising ten minutes, and then it led round the brow of a great dome of hill overlooking an amphitheatre of rich and desolate sunset scenery. Under a tree in this commanding yet neglected spot was an old ramshackle wooden seat. On this seat sat the two priests still in serious speech together. The gorgeous green and gold still clung to the darkening horizon; but the dome above was turning slowly from peacock-green to peacock-blue, and the stars detached themselves more and more like solid jewels. Mutely motioning to his followers, Valentin contrived to creep up behind the big branching tree, and, standing there in deathly silence, heard the words of the strange priests for the first time.


    After he had listened for a minute and a half, he was gripped by a devilish doubt. Perhaps he had dragged the two English policemen to the wastes of a nocturnal heath on an errand no saner than seeking figs on its thistles. For the two priests were talking exactly like priests, piously, with learning and leisure, about the most aerial enigmas of theology. The little Essex priest spoke the more simply, with his round face turned to the strengthening stars; the other talked with his head bowed, as if he were not even worthy to look at them. But no more innocently clerical conversation could have been heard in any white Italian cloister or black Spanish cathedral.


    The first he heard was the tail of one of Father Brown’s sentences, which ended: “… what they really meant in the Middle Ages by the heavens being incorruptible.”


    The taller priest nodded his bowed head and said:


    “Ah, yes, these modern infidels appeal to their reason; but who can look at those millions of worlds and not feel that there may well be wonderful universes above us where reason is utterly unreasonable?”


    “No,” said the other priest; “reason is always reasonable, even in the last limbo, in the lost borderland of things. I know that people charge the Church with lowering reason, but it is just the other way. Alone on earth, the Church makes reason really supreme. Alone on earth, the Church affirms that God himself is bound by reason.”


    The other priest raised his austere face to the spangled sky and said:


    “Yet who knows if in that infinite universe—?”


    “Only infinite physically,” said the little priest, turning sharply in his seat, “not infinite in the sense of escaping from the laws of truth.”


    Valentin behind his tree was tearing his fingernails with silent fury. He seemed almost to hear the sniggers of the English detectives whom he had brought so far on a fantastic guess only to listen to the metaphysical gossip of two mild old parsons. In his impatience he lost the equally elaborate answer of the tall cleric, and when he listened again it was again Father Brown who was speaking:


    “Reason and justice grip the remotest and the loneliest star. Look at those stars. Don’t they look as if they were single diamonds and sapphires? Well, you can imagine any mad botany or geology you please. Think of forests of adamant with leaves of brilliants. Think the moon is a blue moon, a single elephantine sapphire. But don’t fancy that all that frantic astronomy would make the smallest difference to the reason and justice of conduct. On plains of opal, under cliffs cut out of pearl, you would still find a notice-board, ‘Thou shalt not steal.’”


    Valentin was just in the act of rising from his rigid and crouching attitude and creeping away as softly as might be, felled by the one great folly of his life. But something in the very silence of the tall priest made him stop until the latter spoke. When at last he did speak, he said simply, his head bowed and his hands on his knees:


    “Well, I think that other worlds may perhaps rise higher than our reason. The mystery of heaven is unfathomable, and I for one can only bow my head.”


    Then, with brow yet bent and without changing by the faintest shade his attitude or voice, he added:


    “Just hand over that sapphire cross of yours, will you? We’re all alone here, and I could pull you to pieces like a straw doll.”


    The utterly unaltered voice and attitude added a strange violence to that shocking change of speech. But the guarder of the relic only seemed to turn his head by the smallest section of the compass. He seemed still to have a somewhat foolish face turned to the stars. Perhaps he had not understood. Or, perhaps, he had understood and sat rigid with terror.


    “Yes,” said the tall priest, in the same low voice and in the same still posture, “yes, I am Flambeau.”


    Then, after a pause, he said:


    “Come, will you give me that cross?”


    “No,” said the other, and the monosyllable had an odd sound.


    Flambeau suddenly flung off all his pontifical pretensions. The great robber leaned back in his seat and laughed low but long.


    “No,” he cried, “you won’t give it me, you proud prelate. You won’t give it me, you little celibate simpleton. Shall I tell you why you won’t give it me? Because I’ve got it already in my own breast-pocket.”


    The small man from Essex turned what seemed to be a dazed face in the dusk, and said, with the timid eagerness of “The Private Secretary”:


    “Are—are you sure?”


    Flambeau yelled with delight.


    “Really, you’re as good as a three-act farce,” he cried. “Yes, you turnip, I am quite sure. I had the sense to make a duplicate of the right parcel, and now, my friend, you’ve got the duplicate and I’ve got the jewels. An old dodge, Father Brown—a very old dodge.”


    “Yes,” said Father Brown, and passed his hand through his hair with the same strange vagueness of manner. “Yes, I’ve heard of it before.”


    The colossus of crime leaned over to the little rustic priest with a sort of sudden interest.


    “You have heard of it?” he asked. “Where have you heard of it?”


    “Well, I mustn’t tell you his name, of course,” said the little man simply. “He was a penitent, you know. He had lived prosperously for about twenty years entirely on duplicate brown paper parcels. And so, you see, when I began to suspect you, I thought of this poor chap’s way of doing it at once.”


    “Began to suspect me?” repeated the outlaw with increased intensity. “Did you really have the gumption to suspect me just because I brought you up to this bare part of the heath?”


    “No, no,” said Brown with an air of apology. “You see, I suspected you when we first met. It’s that little bulge up the sleeve where you people have the spiked bracelet.”


    “How in Tartarus,” cried Flambeau, “did you ever hear of the spiked bracelet?”


    “Oh, one’s little flock, you know!” said Father Brown, arching his eyebrows rather blankly. “When I was a curate in Hartlepool, there were three of them with spiked bracelets. So, as I suspected you from the first, don’t you see, I made sure that the cross should go safe, anyhow. I’m afraid I watched you, you know. So at last I saw you change the parcels. Then, don’t you see, I changed them back again. And then I left the right one behind.”


    “Left it behind?” repeated Flambeau, and for the first time there was another note in his voice beside his triumph.


    “Well, it was like this,” said the little priest, speaking in the same unaffected way. “I went back to that sweet-shop and asked if I’d left a parcel, and gave them a particular address if it turned up. Well, I knew I hadn’t; but when I went away again I did. So, instead of running after me with that valuable parcel, they have sent it flying to a friend of mine in Westminster.” Then he added rather sadly: “I learnt that, too, from a poor fellow in Hartlepool. He used to do it with handbags he stole at railway stations, but he’s in a monastery now. Oh, one gets to know, you know,” he added, rubbing his head again with the same sort of desperate apology. “We can’t help being priests. People come and tell us these things.”


    Flambeau tore a brown-paper parcel out of his inner pocket and rent it in pieces. There was nothing but paper and sticks of lead inside it. He sprang to his feet with a gigantic gesture, and cried:


    “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe a bumpkin like you could manage all that. I believe you’ve still got the stuff on you, and if you don’t give it up—why, we’re all alone, and I’ll take it by force!”


    “No,” said Father Brown simply, and stood up also, “you won’t take it by force. First, because I really haven’t still got it. And, second, because we are not alone.”


    Flambeau stopped in his stride forward.


    “Behind that tree,” said Father Brown, pointing, “are two strong policemen and the greatest detective alive. How did they come here, do you ask? Why, I brought them, of course! How did I do it? Why, I’ll tell you if you like! Lord bless you, we have to know twenty such things when we work among the criminal classes! Well, I wasn’t sure you were a thief, and it would never do to make a scandal against one of our own clergy. So I just tested you to see if anything would make you show yourself. A man generally makes a small scene if he finds salt in his coffee; if he doesn’t, he has some reason for keeping quiet. I changed the salt and sugar, and you kept quiet. A man generally objects if his bill is three times too big. If he pays it, he has some motive for passing unnoticed. I altered your bill, and you paid it.”


    The world seemed waiting for Flambeau to leap like a tiger. But he was held back as by a spell; he was stunned with the utmost curiosity.


    “Well,” went on Father Brown, with lumbering lucidity, “as you wouldn’t leave any tracks for the police, of course somebody had to. At every place we went to, I took care to do something that would get us talked about for the rest of the day. I didn’t do much harm—a splashed wall, spilt apples, a broken window; but I saved the cross, as the cross will always be saved. It is at Westminster by now. I rather wonder you didn’t stop it with the Donkey’s Whistle.”


    “With the what?” asked Flambeau.


    “I’m glad you’ve never heard of it,” said the priest, making a face. “It’s a foul thing. I’m sure you’re too good a man for a Whistler. I couldn’t have countered it even with the Spots myself; I’m not strong enough in the legs.”


    “What on earth are you talking about?” asked the other.


    “Well, I did think you’d know the Spots,” said Father Brown, agreeably surprised. “Oh, you can’t have gone so very wrong yet!”


    “How in blazes do you know all these horrors?” cried Flambeau.


    The shadow of a smile crossed the round, simple face of his clerical opponent.


    “Oh, by being a celibate simpleton, I suppose,” he said. “Has it never struck you that a man who does next to nothing but hear men’s real sins is not likely to be wholly unaware of human evil? But, as a matter of fact, another part of my trade, too, made me sure you weren’t a priest.”


    “What?” asked the thief, almost gaping.


    “You attacked reason,” said Father Brown. “It’s bad theology.”


    And even as he turned away to collect his property, the three policemen came out from under the twilight trees. Flambeau was an artist and a sportsman. He stepped back and swept Valentin a great bow.


    “Do not bow to me, mon ami,” said Valentin with silver clearness. “Let us both bow to our master.”


    And they both stood an instant uncovered while the little Essex priest blinked about for his umbrella.

  


  
    THE WORST NOEL, by Barb Goffman


    Okay, Gwen. Get ready to fake it.


    It was nearly my turn to share what I was thankful for. Then we’d eat some pie, Thanksgiving dinner would mercifully end, and I could escape for home.


    But first I had to pay my annual homage to Mom, saying how thankful I am for my family. Every year I contemplate only mentioning my friends and work, but I always chicken out. Mom would make me pay if I didn’t smile and mention her.


    My sister, Becca, finally stopped blathering about her husband and baby, and Mom slipped into the kitchen, clearly satisfied, as always, with Becca.


    Becca’s husband, Joe, started sharing his thanks. I reached for another roll, slathered some butter on it, and swallowed it down in two bites. Joe finished talking. I steeled myself. My turn had come. I smiled and—


    “Happy birthday to you,” Mom sang, emerging from the kitchen with a large pumpkin pie, a candle in the middle. Everyone joined in, Becca’s in-laws looking uncomfortable, while Mom set the pie before me.


    “We would have wished you happy birthday earlier,” Joe said, glancing at his parents when the song ended. “But we thought your birthday was tomorrow.”


    “Oh, it is,” Mom piped in. “But Becca and I will be busy shopping, so it only makes sense to celebrate Gwen’s birthday now.”


    I wished I had a different family and blew out my candle.


    “Pumpkin pie as birthday cake,” Joe said. “How unusual.”


    He knew my preference for chocolate. As did Mom.


    “Well, it is Thanksgiving. Besides”—Mom poked me with her elbow—“it’s not like Gwen needs any more cake.” She smiled as if she hadn’t just been incredibly rude to me. “Becca, would you please slice the pie? I’m going to get Gwen’s gift.”


    A couple minutes later, as plates of pie made the rounds and I considered dropping mine, face down, on Mom’s Berber carpet, Mom handed me a gold-wrapped box. I opened the envelope first, and a small gift card fell out. I turned it over and cringed. Not a gift card. A membership card. For a gym.


    This was a new low, even for Mom.


    “Read the greeting card,” she said.


    Lord save me. “To our darling daughter on her birthday,” I read aloud. Not that Mom or Dad had penned that sentiment. It came straight from Hallmark. At the bottom, Mom had written, “We got you this gym membership and a personal trainer for the next six months. Happy Birthday.”


    Oh, yeah. There’s nothing like being reminded that you’re fat to make your birthday a humdinger!


    “What a wonderful gift,” Becca said in that tone she’d used since we were kids—the one grown-ups always thought sounded sweet and sincere but I knew was chockfull of sarcasm.


    “There’s more!” Mom said, pointing at the box, looking proud.


    I shuddered to imagine what might be in it. I gingerly opened the gold wrapping paper, not because I cared about ripping it, but because I wanted to delay every second I could before the inevitable torture.


    Paper off, the box’s lid caught my eye. Bloomingdale’s. Really? Excited, I lifted off the cover, pulled back the crinkly, white tissue paper, and … mentally kicked myself for thinking Mom might have gotten me something nice.


    “Hold it up,” Mom said. “Let everyone see.”


    I pulled out my gift. A red sweat suit. Size medium.


    “You can use it at the gym! With the trainer!” she said.


    I watched Becca try not to laugh while her in-laws and Joe sat there, mouths open.


    “Thank you, Mom. Dad. How very … thoughtful.”


    “Go try it on,” Mom said.


    “Oh, no, not right now.”


    “C’mon, Gwen,” Becca chimed in. “Don’t be shy. Let’s see how it looks.”


    I glared at her. She knew damn well how it would look.


    Mom gave me her don’t-embarrass-me frown. So I shuffled off to my old bedroom, sweat suit in hand. As an elementary school principal, I’m used to standing up to people and holding my own. But you wouldn’t know it seeing me around my family. While I took off my clothes, I wondered for the millionth time why Mom and Dad favored Becca so much. Growing up, they had always given her great presents. First the hottest toys, then trendy teenage clothes, and then expensive jewelry from Cartier in Boston. Oh, how she’d always loved to lord her gifts over me.


    Especially since my presents always sucked. When I turned eight, Cabbage Patch dolls were all the rage. I got a Skipper doll. Mom wouldn’t even spring for Barbie. At fourteen, I begged for bohemian clothes from Annie Dakota, a funky store that used to be downtown. I got a science tutor instead. “A far better use of the money,” Mom had said, looking me up and down. “We can’t count on you finding a husband like Becca surely will, and I don’t want to have to support you for the rest of my life.” Becca had snickered while my few friends whom I’d invited over for cake gasped—they’d heard my stories about Mom, but seeing her in action still shocked them.


    Given the history, I shouldn’t have been surprised by today’s events. And yet a tiny part of me hoped every year that things would be different. Stupid, stupid, stupid.


    I struggled to get the sweat suit on, tugging the snug pants over my hips and fighting to pull the top’s zipper over my bosom. When I finally finished and peered in the mirror, I cringed. The red sweat suit had a white collar and cuffs. I looked like a pregnant Santa Claus.


    “What’s taking so long, Gwen?” Mom called from the hall. “If you don’t come out right now, I’m just going to come in on my own.”


    I opened the door, Mom sucked in her breath, and Becca burst out laughing.


    “I’ll have to return it.” I gestured at the red nightmare. “It’s a bit tight.”


    “Of course it’s tight.” Mom rolled her eyes. “How will you ever be encouraged to lose weight if you constantly wear fat clothes? That’s why I bought you a medium.”


    Tears welled up in my eyes, but I wouldn’t let them flow.


    Mom clapped her hands together. “That’s enough about you, Gwen. This is a holiday for the whole family, after all, and we have guests. Get dressed and come back and join everyone.”


    “Wait.” Becca handed me another box. “This is from me and Joe. But you don’t have to model it now. I’m sure it’ll look great on you.”


    Right. I closed the door and sank onto my old bed, the springs creaking. Sighing, I opened Becca’s gift. A royal blue sweater with horizontal white stripes. At least it was the right size, but stripes! It would look hideous on me. Of course it didn’t come as a surprise. Every year since we’d become adults, Becca had given me gifts that made me look bad. In return, every year I’d bought her gifts she wouldn’t like. Last year, a bargain-brand video camera. This year, a silver bracelet. Becca only wears gold.


    I looked at my watch. How soon could I leave without Mom calling me rude? Whatever the time, it wouldn’t be soon enough.


    * * * *


    Two Saturdays later Hanukkah was set to begin, and once again, I had to deal with my family. Mom demanded we celebrate the first night at my place this year, which was unusual. Since Dad was the only real Jewish person in our immediate family—Becca and I had been raised Presbyterian, like Mom, but with a fine appreciation for the gift-oriented Jewish holidays—we always celebrated the first night of Hanukkah at Mom and Dad’s. Odder still was Mom’s insistence on coming over early in the afternoon. Hanukkah didn’t start until sundown, and I couldn’t imagine Mom really wanted to hang out for several hours in my rented townhouse in my “bad” neighborhood.


    Still, shortly after lunch, Mom and Dad arrived. Mom made a beeline for my Christmas tree. She stood silent, arms folded, studying it. I had just strung up the colored lights and a few glittering ornaments the night before. It looked great.


    “Honestly, Gwen,” Mom finally said. “Why must you pick the scruffiest, most pathetic tree every year? It’s like you try to embarrass me.” She walked over to the window and pulled the curtains closed so the neighbors wouldn’t have to suffer seeing my tree.


    Stung, I went downstairs to take some deep breaths and dig out my menorah. I found no leftover candles. Fabulous! I could escape to the market to buy a box. I’d need two candles for tonight, three for tomorrow, and so on for the eight nights of Hanukkah. I always liked saying the prayers and lighting the candles. It made me feel peaceful.


    Focusing on staying calm, I returned to the living room, and my eyes nearly bugged out. Mom was directing two delivery men to move my love seat to a corner and set a big box in its place.


    “What’s going on?” I asked.


    “Surprise!” Mom waved her hand at the box like the girls from The Price is Right do. “Happy Hanukkah.” She nodded at the workmen, and they pulled apart the box to reveal … oh my Lord. A treadmill. “It’s for snowy days when you can’t get to the gym this winter,” she said.


    I felt a major migraine coming on, and I never got migraines.


    I stood dumbfounded while the workmen set up the treadmill. I still hadn’t said a word by the time they left.


    “Don’t give me that look, Gwen,” Mom said. “Once I saw that sweat suit on you, I knew you wouldn’t wear it out of the house. Now you have no excuse not to put it on. Come, Henry, let’s go home and give Gwen a chance to try out her present.”


    “What?” I shook my head. “What about lighting the candles tonight?”


    Mom scrunched her eyebrows, confused. “We’re not actually going to do that here, Gwen. We’ll light the candles at home, as always. I’ll expect you before sundown.” She pushed Dad toward the door, then turned to look at the treadmill. “And by the way, you’re welcome.”


    * * * *


    The next night, after lighting the candles at home, I thought back to Thanksgiving and realized I now had something family-oriented to be thankful for. I wouldn’t have to see Mom or Becca for three whole weeks, when we’d all have Christmas Eve dinner at Becca’s.


    I had twenty-one blissful, family-free days to look forward to. Happy, I wrote some holiday cards to old friends while a batch of sugar cookies baked in the oven.


    My happiness didn’t last long. The next morning, Mom showed up at my school. She’d never expressed any interest in my job before. I had just finished meeting with a parent and was showing her out when Mom practically swaggered into the school office.


    “Gwen,” she interrupted. “I have the most fantastic news!”


    Please be moving to Florida.


    Mom looked around until she was sure she had the attention of the secretaries, my vice-principal, and a student who was in the room, as well as the departing parent and myself. Then she clapped her hands together. “Your brother-in-law, the doctor,” she said, emphasizing the word, like I didn’t know Joe’s profession, “has been chosen to play a very prominent rebel in the next Patriots’ Day re-enactment.”


    Wow. I had grown up in nearby Lexington, home of the American Revolution, and its Patriots’ Day re-enactment each April was a big deal around here. Being asked to play any important position was a great honor for Joe, who deserved it both for being a nice guy and for putting up with my sister.


    Everyone oohed and ahhed appropriately. Mom beamed.


    “Your sister certainly hit the jackpot with her husband,” she said, picking lint off my suit jacket. “It’s such a shame you don’t have a man in your life, darling. Or any prospects. Maybe if you actually used that treadmill …”


    I looked for a hole in the floor to crawl into.


    “Anyway,” Mom continued. “Becca is planning a family celebration at her home Friday night at eight. You’re expected to attend.”


    With a quick nod, Mom walked out. Everyone in the office turned away, embarrassed, and I felt something in me break.


    It was one thing for Mom to belittle me in front of friends and family. That I’d grown used to. But now she’d polluted my work environment. Undermined my authority. And thrown Becca in my face. Again.


    Escaping my colleagues’ pitying glances, I went to my private office and paced.


    Becca always got everything, yet she was such a witch. Joe and my nephew, Charlie, would be so much better off without her.


    And Mom. She claimed to love me, but she only really loved herself—and Becca.


    In a flash, a plan unfolded in my mind. So simple. I could kill both birds with one stone.


    Well … I wouldn’t actually kill them both.


    * * * *


    As soon as school let out that afternoon, I headed over to Becca’s. I gushed over Joe’s news and the tasteful, all-white Christmas lights they had strung up outside. (I always liked the multi-colored ones myself.) Then I suggested Becca model the suede coat Mom had bought her for Hanukkah. On her way to the closet, Becca made a snide comment about my treadmill. I let it go—and swiped her spare house key.


    A little later I drove to the hospital where Joe works for advice on what to get Becca for Christmas. In the few minutes he could spare to chat, Joe left his office twice to deal with patient issues. As I’d hoped. He was only gone a minute or so each time, but long enough for me to find his prescription pad and rip off a sheet. On the way out of the hospital, I passed a drug cart helpfully left alone in a hallway. I swiped some random pills and hurried out. That evening, I had a copy of Becca’s house key made. Everything was falling into place.


    When school let out the next afternoon, I returned to Becca’s. I knew the house would be empty, Charlie with his nanny at a Mommy and Me class, Joe at work, and Becca out playing mahjong. I wiped down her key and put it back. Then I went into her study, got on the Internet, and ordered some OxyContin using Becca’s email and credit card number (so helpful that Joe filed all the bills neatly in a desk cabinet). Then I faxed in my fake prescription. My handwriting didn’t look anything like Joe’s, but that didn’t matter. What was important was my handwriting looked like Becca’s.


    Come Friday morning, I called in sick. But I was actually feeling giddy. Knowing Joe was at work and Charlie would be at the park with the nanny, I phoned Becca and told her about great Christmas sales going on at Macy’s and Lord and Taylor. She actually thanked me and raced out.


    I headed over to her house, parking down the street so the neighbors wouldn’t notice my car, and let myself in. While I waited for the drugs (I paid extra for delivery by 11 a.m.), I played around in Becca’s cabinets, switching salt for sugar, that type of thing. When my package finally came, I shoved the receipt in the back of a drawer and went home, only to return a few hours later for Joe’s dinner.


    I felt a little bad about ruining his celebration, but it couldn’t be helped. It was especially nice that Mom had invited one of her friends from the National Heritage Museum to dinner at Becca’s to show Joe off. Now I’d have a witness to the tension between Mom and Becca.


    Priceless is the best way to describe everyone’s faces, especially Mom’s, as they tasted the supposedly sweet and sour chicken that was actually salty and bitter. Becca’s mouth hung open. She’d always prided herself on being the perfect cook and hostess.


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t imagine what went wrong. Please have more of the salad and rolls.” She hurried into the kitchen to try to pull something else together. Mom followed her.


    “If you didn’t have time to cook a proper dinner, Becca, you should have told me,” Mom said in her usual whisper that could be heard in the next township. “You’ve embarrassed me. I typically count on Gwen for that.”


    Before Becca could defend herself, Mom emerged from the kitchen, a tight smile on her face. “Madeline,” she nodded to her friend. “Why don’t we go out for a proper meal? It’s on us, of course.”


    In seconds Mom, Dad, and Madeline headed for the door, while Becca shot daggers from her eyes at Mom’s back. I was so happy, Mom’s jab at me hardly registered.


    I went home soon after, singing “Jingle Bells” and feeling quite merry indeed.


    * * * *


    On Sunday, the first flurries of the season came. I watched them happily through the window at a cute café near my townhouse where I was having lunch with Aunt Lynn, Dad’s sister. I waited for her to mention Becca, and when she finally did, I said, “Mom’s being so hard on Becca since she put on those ten pounds.”


    “What ten pounds? The girl’s a stick.”


    “I know. You certainly can’t tell by looking at her. But you know Mom.”


    Aunt Lynn did know Mom, very well. (It’s why she made plans with other relatives every Thanksgiving.) She shook her head, the tiny diamonds on the Jewish star around her neck sparkling in the light. “That woman. One day someone’s going to put her in her place.”


    “I’m surprised Becca didn’t tell Mom off herself. I guess she’s too embarrassed about the weight gain. I don’t think she’s confided in anyone but the two of us. So don’t say anything.”


    Aunt Lynn crossed her heart. I knew I could count on her keeping her word. Well, at least until the police came asking.


    * * * *


    Finally, Christmas Eve day came. I headed over to Becca’s shortly after breakfast. I knew she and Joe planned to take Charlie to the mall for a final chance to see Santa before the line got too long. They’d actually given their nanny a couple days off.


    I also knew that this afternoon Becca would make lemon torte, Mom’s favorite, for dessert. Wearing gloves, I opened the pantry, and into each of the ingredients, I mixed some of the stolen pills and OxyContin. I didn’t know what the pills would do, but I figured the OxyContin would kill Mom, and if she suffered from the other ground-up medicines, all the better.


    And—the topper—Becca would be blamed. Her inevitable refusal to eat the high-calorie dessert, coupled with the OxyContin billed to her credit card, would guarantee it, just in case the police had any doubt.


    I spent the afternoon watching It’s a Wonderful Life. As it ended, I became melancholy. Was I being too hard on Mom and Becca? Heading to the kitchen for brownies to help me think, I stubbed my toe on the damn treadmill. All the anger and memories flooded back. No, I wasn’t being too hard on them. Not by a long shot. They had brought this on themselves.


    I arrived a little later at Becca’s, armed with presents, and happily learned Joe had to work tonight in order to get Christmas day off. It would be much better without a doctor in the house. Becca had already fed Charlie and put him to bed. So it was just Mom, Dad, Becca, and me for dinner. Our small, happy family.


    The first two courses went swimmingly for Becca. Mom fawned over her shrimp puff appetizer and declared her main course of leg of lamb with roasted potatoes and steamed asparagus “simply divine.” I was so excited, I helped myself to a couple extra rolls, along with a second helping of potatoes.


    Finally it was time for dessert. Becca emerged from the kitchen with a small lemon torte. Mom narrowed her eyes. “Becca, why is this dish so small? There’s hardly enough for two here, let alone four.”


    “I’m on a diet,” she said. Shocking. “And Dad never eats lemon torte. I figured you and Gwen could share it. Dad and I can have cranberry yogurt.”


    Mom turned to me. “Well, Gwen. I know you never pass up dessert. Hand me your plate.”


    Oh, she so deserved what was coming. “Actually, I’m on a diet, too. You’ll have to enjoy the lemon torte by yourself.”


    “A diet? I had no idea,” Becca said. “And here I baked you a special, extra dessert to make up for that striped monstrosity I gave you for your birthday.” She scurried into the kitchen and reappeared moments later with cranberry yogurt for her and Dad, and a large slice of fudge cake for me. My favorite.


    “You made that?” I asked.


    “Okay, you got me. It took a long time to bake the lemon torte, so I picked this up from that gourmet bakery down on Bedford Street. It’s still good.”


    It looked better than good. “Well, since you went to all that trouble.” I smiled and dug in. Then I leaned back in my chair while I watched Mom eat her dessert with her typical small, dainty bites.


    “Becca, this is wonderful,” Mom said, her face a bit flushed. “But it tastes different than it usually does. Did you change your recipe?”


    “That’s weird,” she said. “I didn’t change a thing. Gwen, how’s your dessert?”


    Now it was my turn to think things were weird. Becca appeared flushed, too. So did Dad. In fact everything seemed blotchy and out of focus. I shook my head, which made things worse. My stomach cramped, my head spun.


    “Gwen,” Becca said, “are you all right?”


    I blinked and tried to answer, but I couldn’t speak. Gasping for breath, I slumped to the floor. I was sweating yet felt so cold.


    “Damn it, Gwen,” I heard Mom say. “I told you to lose weight!” My eyes fluttered open. She was leaning over me. “Becca, call 911.”


    “It’ll be faster if we drive to the hospital,” Becca said. “It’s started to snow. They’re probably busy with accidents.”


    “Henry, go start the car!” Mom yelled.


    “Mom.” Becca knelt beside me as I began to shake. “Grab a blanket from the spare bedroom for Gwen!”


    “Of course.” She ran off.


    Becca shifted closer. “I told a little fib earlier. I bought Mom’s lemon torte from the bakery. I made your dessert from scratch.”


    I opened my eyes wide—the only movement I could make.


    “That’s right, Gwen. I can be crafty, too. Like how I’ve used that video camera you gave me last year. I set it up at first to spy on the nanny. Imagine my surprise these past few weeks, seeing you come and go.” She sighed. “I’ll look at today’s tape next week and discover that you tampered with ingredients in my kitchen this morning. I’ll tearfully hand it over to the cops and let them figure out that you … did yourself in.”


    I began wheezing. Dad ran over and, straining, lifted me up. While he carried me to the door, I saw Becca smile. Then I spied the Christmas gifts I’d put under the tree, and I smiled, too.


    My back-up plan.


    I felt peaceful as I drifted away, thinking of the sweets I’d made Mom and Becca for Christmas.
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    MR. CLACKWORTHY’S POT OF GOLD, by Christopher B. Booth


    I.


    Although the relaxed posture of his body suggested indolent ease as he reclined in the depths of a luxuriously comfortable, overstuffed chair, Mr. Amos Clackworthy’s shrewd brain was exceedingly active. Between his eyebrows there was a faint frown, and the eyes themselves lacked that whimsical twinkle which so often accompanied the incubation of a scheme, one of those clever ideas of his, calculated to swell the Clackworthy bank balance to the corresponding diminishment of someone else’s.


    The truth of it was that the master confidence man’s mind, while diligently in pursuit of that alluring coinage called “easy money,” was only running around in circles, starting at nowhere and arriving at precisely the same place. Even a master confidence man’s fund of originality must run low at times.


    Occupying his favorite place by the window which looked out upon Sheridan Road, Mr. James Early, otherwise “The Early Bird,” tapped the toes of his shoes soundlessly on the thick nap of the beautiful Chinese rug of blue and gold, woven together in a perfect harmony of shading. For more than an hour he had kept his peace, but not without many anxious glances toward the meditative Mr. Clackworthy.


    “What’s the matter, boss?” he demanded at length. “Ain’tcha able to coax an idear from the ol’ bean? Mebbe if you primed the think-cylinders with a li’le joy-juice now—”


    “It is the weather, James.” The master confidence man sighed in admission of his discouragement. “The heat has gotten next to me, it seems.” His hand reached out and tapped the card-index file, a neat little compartment of exquisitely polished rosewood matching the table; it contained the names of various men well rated financially, selected as future contributors to Mr. Clackworthy’s income. There was an amazing lot of information in those brief notations, intimate data which would have surprised and dumfounded the subjects thereof; their foibles, hobbies, and, not uncommonly, the secret chapters of their lives. The rosewood file was a “prospect list,” a methodical arrangement kept by the man who made the pursuit of easy money a thorough and profitable business.


    “Not a single hunch,” he murmured. “It seems to be the closed season for my pet list of suckers, and—”


    “An’ it don’t take no movin’ van to tote the bankroll,” interrupted The Early Bird quickly. “Ain’t that it?” His voice took on an apprehensive inflection, but Mr. Clackworthy smiled reassuringly.


    “We can hardly go into competition with the subtreasury,” he admitted, “but neither are we in the imminent danger of becoming public charges. The bank balance, to speak in the concrete terms of dollars and cents, is precisely”—he turned to a penciled memo at his elbow—“nineteen thousand two hundred and sixty-three dollars thirty-three cents. In some respects a reassuring sum, but it must be remembered that a confidence man can’t expect to win much confidence without a good and sufficient working capital. The sight of a neat little packet of thousand-dollar bills is more convincing than all the logic; the man who needs credit the worst has the hardest time getting it. Money is the magnate which—”


    “Nix on the essay,” interrupted The Early Bird ruefully; “work the chin a little less an’ the noodle a little harder, boss. If the sum total of our mutual assets ain’t more’n nineteen thousand two hundred an’ sixty-three berries—me bein’ flat, due to payin’ tuition in gettin’ educated to the fact that a full house ain’t always worth the limit—we gotta get busy an’ garner in some kale. Lately, things ain’t been breakin’ right for You, Us an’ Company, Unincorporated.”


    “Yes, we’ve had a rotten run of luck, James,” admitted Mr. Clackworthy. “If I were superstitious, perhaps I would say that an evil jinx has been clogging our footsteps.”


    “Huh!” snorted The Early Bird. “I hope you ain’t got the notion that we’ve been operatin’ under the guidance of a lucky star. Three flivvers out of five schemes, an’ on them two we did put over you can’t say that we took enough coin outta circulation to start the mint workin’ overtime. I’ll tell the money-worshipin’ world we didn’t!”


    “At least we stayed out of jail,” reminded Mr. Clackworthy. “That much was lucky.” The Early Bird shivered at the forced recollection of their narrow escape from durance vile; Mr. Clackworthy had played too far across the legal line and had almost come to grief.


    “There was a guy what once spieled ‘Money talks,’” said The Early Bird, hastily changing the subject. “I sure make the wish that it would murmur a sweet li’le lovesong into our eagerly strainin’ ears; somethin’ like ‘I’d leave my happy home for you.’ As it is, we ain’t even heard it whisper.”


    Mr. Clackworthy laughed, his coplotter’s idiomatic humor restoring his genial good nature. He reached across the table to his cigar humidor and selected one of his favorite brand of perfectos.


    “That suggestion of yours, James, about appealing to Bacchus’ for an idea to fertilize the sterility of our brains, and—”


    “What mob does this Bacchus guy train with?” demanded The Early Bird. “I ain’t strong for cuttin’ in no outsiders.”


    “My dear James!’’ remonstrated the master confidence man.” Your ignorance of mythology is appalling. Bacchus was the legendary god of wine, and the name—”


    “Aw!” grunted The Early Bird, entirely mollified. “I gotcha, boss; that was just a highbrow way, of sayin,’ ‘Let’s wet the tonsils.’ Sure, I’m on; but hereafter when you’re gonna slip me an invite to a drink, it ain’t necessary to be so dang fancy about it.” With alacrity he touched the gong which summoned Nogo, Mr. Clackworthy’s Japanese servant. James and Nogo had a sort of private code between them, and he struck four measured strokes, the signal that liquor, ice, and Seltzer were to be brought. Obedient to the summons, the smiling little Jap came in a few minutes later with a tray containing the requisite ingredients for high balls. Also he brought, tucked under his arm, the afternoon edition of the Chicago newspapers. There were four, for Mr. Clackworthy took them all and read them, from first pages to last; not even did he skip the want ads. It was not infrequently that he garnered from a chance item a bit of valuable information for his “prospect list,” or even the nucleus of an idea that, under the chemistry of his mental processes, could be turned to handsome profit.


    After sipping his high ball, the master confidence man picked up his newspapers and began a brief but nonetheless thorough survey of the printed columns. For almost an hour he was so occupied, when he reached page three of The News, the last of the daily publications to reach his attention. Without any comment to The Early Bird who, from the chair by the window was watching eagerly for any signs of a captured idea that might launch them upon a fresh adventure, Mr. Clackworthy put clown the paper and lighted a fresh cigar.


    Silently, absently, he smoked, meditatively and without haste; his eyelids slightly lowered; now and then he touched his long, shapely fingers to the close-cropped Vandyke beard. Presently, he stirred and reached for the decanter to mix himself another high ball.


    “Join me, James, and drink to the success of our latest pilgrimage in the quest of some yet unknown but carelessly tended surplus of this world’s goods,” he invited.


    “Whatcha mean, boss?” demanded The Early Bird. “Ain’tcha got the goof picked out and numbered yet?”


    “To speak in the metaphor of the shearer, my dear James,” answered Mr. Clackworthy with a laugh, “we have, I think, a sharp pair of shears, but there yet remains to be found—the lamb. However, since we have the assurance of that high authority, Mr. P. T. Barnum, now deceased, that one is born every minute, I think we need entertain no fears on that score.”


    “Spill it!”


    But the master confidence man kept his own counsel as he proceeded, between sips of his second drink, to work out various details of his yet rather embryonic scheme. After some minutes he again glanced at the third page of The News and then, stepping to a bookcase, he took down an atlas of the world. He turned to the map of Pennsylvania and, as The Early Bird watched him in a mounting fever of curiosity, gave studied attention to it.


    “Adventure!” remarked Mr. Clackworthy. “The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow! Captain Kidd’s treasure chest of pirated booty buried beneath ten feet of sand on the deserted isle! Capital!”


    “Them two high balls has skyrocketed to your head, ain’t they?” demanded The Early Bird with considerable asperity. “Hanged if that chin music don’t sound like you was goin’ in for this free verse stuff. Ain’t no sense to that lingo you’re spielin’. Cut out the verbal ring-around-the-rosy an’ get down to biz.”


    Mr. Clackworthy took a gold pencil from his vest-pocket and pressed the point of it against the dot which the Pennsylvania map makers had labeled “ALSCHOOLA” and which, from the capitals, it could be judged was a county seat. Reference to the population list, alphabetically arranged in the back of the atlas, told him that Alschoola had been censused at ten thousand souls.


    “If you want to make yourself useful, James,” he said, “you might start packing. We go to Alschoola, Pennsylvania, tonight; to be more exact, we start tonight. Seeing that it is some distance from the route of the through New York trains, I hazard the guess that we will arrive about day after tomorrow.”


    The Early Bird blinked.


    “Is that on the level, boss?” he demanded. “Are we grabbin’ a rattler for this burg that is pronounced with a sneeze?”


    “Never more serious in my life,” affirmed Mr. Clackworthy. It was to be seen that he was generating a high-voltaged enthusiasm for this new scheme, whatever it might be.


    “Play the record, boss; lemme in on the know.”


    Mr. Clackworthy shook his head teasingly; it always amused him to see The Early Bird tortured on the rack of curiosity.


    “Perhaps our liquid refreshment, James, sharpened my wits a bit; but on page three of yonder paper you will find our lead. Suppose you look it over and tell me what you think of it.”


    The other leaped from his chair and grabbed the copy of The News, but in vain did his eyes sweep up and down the columns from left to right and from right to left again. He remained as puzzled as before. True enough, there were several Associated Press dispatches from Pennsylvania, but he found none of them mentioning the town with the queer-sounding name of Alschoola. In Philadelphia, a judge had suffered a nervous breakdown as a result of trying more than a thousand divorce cases; in Pittsburgh a kidnapped boy had been returned to his broken-hearted parents.


    With an impatient growl, The Early Bird threw down the paper and turned on his heel.


    “Watcha goin’ to this here Alschoola for?” he demanded flatly.


    “Money,” answered Mr. Clackworthy with unilluminating brevity.


    II.


    James Early did not find his first glimpse of Alschoola reassuring. As he and the master confidence man disembarked from a non-Pullman train, the only kind that operated over the twenty-five-mile branch, his first impression was that the railroad company did not care enough about Alschoola to bestow upon it a respectable passenger station. Away from the shabby depot there extended a bumpy cobblestone street, leading uphill toward the business section.


    The Early Bird wasn’t wildly enthusiastic about the business part of the town, either. Accusingly he swung upon the master confidence man and glared.


    “I hope you ain’t got no idear that we’re gonna take any dough outta this place?” he demanded with disgusted skepticism. “Huh! The whole burg wouldn’t auction off for fifty berries—of my jack.”


    “Appearances,” reminded Mr. Clackworthy, “are often deceiving. And permit me to say that a town is but the composite of its strongest personalities, now and then of but one dominating personality; towns, like the men who make them, have traits of individuality. What strikes you, on the surface, as being Alschoola’s outstanding trait?”


    “Freezin’ onto the jack,” snapped The Early Bird promptly; “squeezin’ down on the silver dollar until the eagle squawks an’ Lady Columbia sobs for mercy.”


    “Right!” and Mr. Clackworthy nodded. “Step to the head of the class.” He gestured toward the shabby buildings and the poorly paved, ill-lighted street ahead of them. “Here we see a miserly municipal spirit and a horror of high taxes. I think it would be a safe guess to say that Alschoola is dominated by a clique of dollar-worshiping gentlemen who find progress too expensive for their tastes. Such men, my dear James, are the sort we like to pluck.”


    The Early Bird grunted without enthusiasm; for himself, he preferred to have some visible evidence of the wealth that they proposed to gather in.


    “When I was liftin’ leathers,” he said, referring to those days previous to his association with the master confidence man, “I never picked out no panhandlers when the fins was itchin’ for a fat roll.”


    There was no station bus, the lack of a public conveyance being explained by the proximity of the hotel sign, “Alschoola House,” prominently displayed half a block up the dingy street. There being, likewise, no hotel porter to lighten their burden, the two plotters had no choice but to pick up their bags and make their way hotelward.


    On the corner, before reaching the hostelry, they had to pass a rusty-looking building with peelly lettering on the plate-glass window which announced: “Alschoola State Bank.” Crowded up against the window was a desk before which sat a man who at the moment was fondling a packet of currency.


    “See the money buzzard!” remarked The Early Bird.


    Mr. Clackworthy smiled; he had to admit that there was something about the man at the bank desk, onion-smooth of pate, narrow-eyed, and with a beaked nose curving down over the upper lips of his thin mouth, which did make one think of a bird of prey.


    “I wonder if that is the chief mogul of Alschoola,” he said. “What a joy it would be to separate him from some of the money which he strokes so fondly!”


    “Yeah,” snorted The Early Bird, “an’ what a joy it would be to breeze into the subtreasury some quiet P.M., an’ stroll leisurely forth with a coupla suit cases full of thousand-case notes. It would be easier to take two or three million outta the mint than to bilk that bozo outta two bits.”


    The Alschoola House extended no cordial hand of welcome. The lazy-eyed, slow-moving clerk was smoking a corncob pipe as he watched two bearded oldsters engrossed with a game of checkers. Almost reluctantly, he tore himself away to receive the two incoming guests from Chicago.


    Casting a further disapproving glance over the lobby, The Early Bird waited for Mr. Clackworthy to register. The lobby was shabbily and indifferently furnished with cane-bottomed chairs, numerous cuspidors, and a long, battered table for traveling salesmen to write their letters, at present given over to the checker game. The hotel desk itself was a counter, the top of which was covered with carpeting; at the end of it stood a fly-speckled cigar case of very doubtful-looking smokes.


    “Two rooms with baths,” murmured Mr. Clackworthy mechanically as he affixed his name and that of James Early to the untidy register. It was the order that he always gave for accommodations.


    “Huh?” A surprised ejaculation came from the shirt-sleeved clerk, and he stared sharply, suspecting that he was being made the butt of banter.


    “Two rooms and baths, if you don’t mind.”


    “How’ll a shower do?” and the clerk snickered. “Josh Duncan’s rheumatism says rain, an’ the roof of No. 18 is some leaky.”


    “Ain’tcha got no bathtubs in this joint?” demanded The Early Bird indignantly.


    The clerk, perceiving that the request for baths had been quite serious, ceased grinning. He suddenly realized that Alschoola House was entertaining two guests accustomed to luxury and willing to pay for it.


    “Sorry, gentlemen,” he said, “but we ain’t got but one bath to the floor.”


    Mr. Clackworthy smiled philosophically, and even offered the clerk a cigar. Past experience had shown him that considerable information of value is often to be obtained from friendly knights of the hotel desk.


    “Do the best you can for us,” he said cheerfully. “We shall probably be here for some time.” At this prospect The Early Bird gave voice to a mournful groan and sank miserably into a chair.


    The clerk was now looking the pair over in a critically appraising survey, noting the faultless tailoring of Mr. Clackworthy’s one hundred-and-fifty-dollar suit, the neat cut of his Vandyke beard, the expansive opulence which exuded from his tall, impressive figure.


    “You ain’t—hum—sellin’ stock?” he ventured suspiciously.


    “No.”


    “It wouldn’t’ be none of my put-in, nohow; only, if you was, I was goin’ to tell you that the same train you come in on goes back in fifty minutes. This ain’t no town for stock salesmen. Flint Whitecotton don’t like nobody comin’ in here an’ packin’ away Alschoola money—and what Flint Whitecotton says in this man’s town, goes.”


    “Ah!” murmured Mr. Clackworthy, his eyes lighting with interest. “Quite the local nabob, Mr. Whitecotton.”


    “Yep! Owns half the town, an he’s got a mortgage on the other half.”


    “Tell me,” requested Mr. Clackworthy, “is he somewhat bald of head, with a hook-nose, and—”


    “That’s him, mister.”


    “I saw him as I passed the bank.”


    “Uh-huh; president of the bank. Owns the big store, flour mill, lumber yard, and—”


    “An’ the hotel, of course,” chimed in The Early Bird from his slouched position in the chair.


    “No, but I guess he will,” and the clerk sighed. “He’s got a mortgage on it. Like as not I’ll lose my job then; we don’t get along very well, Flint Whitecotton an’ me. That’s why I tipped you off in case you was sellin’ stock. Old Flint got the city council to pass an ordinance taxin’ every stock salesman a hundred dollars.” He frowned, frankly puzzled; swiftly, he began checking over the list of possible businesses that might have brought the prosperous-looking gentlemen to Alschoola. Not groceries, farm implements, washing machines, patent churns—and certainly they were not book agents.


    “I am an emissary of—progress,” said the master confidence man.


    The clerk blinked solemnly for a moment, then pounded his fist down on the carpeted top of the desk.


    “You’re a capitalist!” he exclaimed.


    “Yes, I have been so accused.”


    “I ought to have guessed that right off, Mr.—” He gave a quick glance toward the register. “Mr. Clackworthy. I wonder now if you mebbe come to have a look at Whitecotton’s twenty-acre tract east of town?” His tired, dreamy-looking eyes were alight now, and his voice trembled with eagerness.


    Mr. Clackworthy shook his head and stated that such was not the case, but adding that he might be interested if the Whitecotton tract showed any opportunity of profit.


    “It does!” the clerk cried. “There’s a gold mine out there in the Whitecotton tract. If you’re a capitalist, you’re the man I want to talk to. There’s a fortune in that deposit for them that puts it on the market. It won’t take much capital.”


    “What sort of a deposit?”


    “Statuary clay, that’s what. My name’s Lemuel Budkins, and you an’ me ought to get together, for”—his voice raised triumphantly—“I got an option on that twenty acres of land.”


    It cannot be truthfully said that a deposit of sculptor’s modeling clay appealed to Mr. Clackworthy as offering promise of much profit, but it did occur to him that this might, in some way or another, provide the wedge which would pry open the way into Flint Whitecotton’s hoard.


    “When you can spare a little time, Mr. Budkins,” he said, “I’ll be glad to talk things over.”


    “I got time right now,” answered Budkins promptly; “that’s all I have got.” He grabbed two of the traveling bags and led the way up the hotel stairs.


    A few minutes later, his forehead glistening with moisture, his eyes gleaming with the rebirth of dying hopes, he leaned forward in a chair, facing Mr. Clackworthy and The Early Bird, trying to convince them that he held the key to sudden and certain wealth.


    “You see,” said Mr. Budkins, “I got the idee from a feller what was boardin’ down here last summer at my Aunt Mandy’s. He ran across that clay deposit just by accident. Said it was the best statuary clay he ever seen. Him not havin’ any capital, he let me in on it, so we organized a little company, and—”


    “How much capitalization?” inquired Mr. Clackworthy.


    “Oh, we ain’t incorporated yet,” replied Budkins. “Seems like De Vine—that’s my partner’s name—must have hit a snag or mebbe died or something for I ain’t heard from him in most a year. I had two or three nice, encouragin’ letters, an’ then he quit writin’ all of a sudden, but—”


    “How far did you get with your promotion plans?” inquired the master confidence man.


    “Not far, an’ somethin’ has got to be done quick, I took an option on Flint Whitecotton’s twenty acres, an’ it runs out on the first of the month. That’s next Friday. Only paid him a hundred dollars for it, but”—he colored in embarrassment—“the truth is, Mr. Clackworthy, I ain’t got any more money to pay for another option. You see, I let De Vine have four hundred dollars for his expenses, an’—”


    “I gotcha,” interrupted The Early Bird. “You been nicked for four hundred iron men.”


    Mr. Budkins looked puzzled for a moment and then flushed guiltily.


    “I—I sort of begun to have that suspicion,” he admitted haltingly.


    “It ain’t no suspicion; it’s a lead-pipe cinch,” said James. “Consider yourself an enrolled scholar in the School of Experience, an’ a fully initiated member of The Ancient Order of Trimmed Mutts. You been buncoed, bilked, fleeced, flimflammed an’ otherwise deprived of four hundred berries.”


    “My dear James!” reproved Mr. Clackworthy sternly. He turned apologetically to Budkins. “Have you tried to interest—ah—local capital?” he inquired politely.


    “There ain’t no local capital, except what Flint Whitecotton has got squeezed in them two graspin’ fists of his,” Budkins answered bitterly. “He ain’t got no vision; can’t see no further than a dollar can cast a shadow. I tried to get him interested, but he just laughed at me. I tell you, Mr. Clackworthy, it’s a gold mine. Just think—thirty-five dollars a ton just for clay that can be dug off the top of the ground with a shovel. Just think of it! Easier than minin’ coal, an’ coal sellin’ for about six dollars to the ton!”


    Mr. Clackworthy could have reminded him that the consumption of sculptor’s clay would total very few tons a year, that it was but an empty daydream, This, in fact, he proceeded to do, as gently and as kindly as possible.


    “While I am quite certain, Mr. Budkins, that your deposit of sculptor’s clay lacks financial possibilities, I feel almost certain that I can return you the money which you would otherwise lose in the venture, and perhaps some interest besides. I shall let you know this afternoon.”


    Lemuel Budkins’ face mirrored both disappointment and relief; it is hard, sometimes, to surrender a daydream, but five hundred dollars is a great deal of money to a man who hasn’t any. In the case of the hotel clerk, the capital which had been swallowed up in his foolish, visionary scheme represented frugal economies.


    When Budkins had departed, The Early Bird let his gaze wander from the cracked washbasin and pitcher on the rickety washstand in the corner of the room, to rest disgustedly on Mr. Clackworthy’s face.


    “Say!” he exploded. “What’s the grand idear? Are we goin’ around the country weedin’ back some other guy’s graft, or are we out to grab a little kale on our own hook?”


    Mr. Clackworthy looked thoughtful for a moment.


    “James,” he said slowly, “during our association, have I ever taken money from a poor man? Have I ever trimmed an honest man? In my own defense, I answer, ‘No!’ Every man who has contributed to us, has fallen victim to his own avarice.


    “The idea, my dear James, is to build a neat little trap for the local Midas known as Flint Whitecotton; a man, if my surmise is correct, as hard as his front name. The idea, my indignant partner in crime, is to convince Banker Whitecotton that he had a grievous financial mistake in optioning that twenty-acre tract of his on the edge of town.”


    “An’ sell the option back to him, huh? What’s the lay? You ain’t flirtin’ with the idear that you’re gonna make him fall for no sculptor’s clay racket?”


    “Hardly!” Mr. Clackworthy laughed. “Hardly that, I fear that our hard-headed, tight-fisted banker is not so credulous as Mr. Burkin. Bestir yourself, and we shall have a look at that twenty acres of clay land.”


    The tract was but three miles from town, and thirty minutes later the two pursuers of easy money had made the trip in a hired flivver and were looking over the property. It was, indeed, as worthless-looking a piece of real estate as one might expect to find in the entire State of Pennsylvania. Half of it was a tangle of starved underbrush, and the remaining part of it was devoid of any growing thing, for the whitish clay was lacking in fertility. In the hot sun it was baked brick hard.


    For a quarter of an hour Mr. Clackworthy devoted himself to a survey of the property, his brows knitted in thought. He noticed particularly that the State highway ran alongside the twenty acres. Although he nodded, The Early Bird’s wrath grew apace.


    “And now,” said the master confidence man, “we will go back and proceed to take Mr. Whitecotton’s measure.”


    “His name may be cotton,” grunted James, “but I’ll lay a li’le bet that you ain’t gonna pick him.”


    “That’s a sporting proposition. Any amount you like.”


    “A hundred seeds, boss.” He cast a last disgusted glance at the desolate twenty acres and shook his head. It didn’t seem humanly possible that any sane man would give up good money for it; he thought of the mysterious news item which had inspired the idea—and wondered with a curiosity which burned almost to fever heat.


    III.


    The building which housed the Alschoola State Bank gave no outward appearance of opulence, and neither did Mr. Flint Whitecotton, the bank’s president. He wore a suit even more shabby than was the building; one judged his favorite axiom to be “A penny saved is a penny earned.” The suit was frayed, threadbare, and darned in several places. The cuffs of his shirt wore aged whiskers; his shoes were unshined, as if he begrudged the cost of the polish necessary to give them a gloss; even the smoothness of his head was an item of economy. It did away with the necessity of barber bills.


    Flint Whitecotton had a leathery skin, drawn drum tight over his bones. His eyes held a cold, freezing quality, and, as the bank door opened that afternoon, he frowned in black disfavor at the sinful extravagance as represented by Mr. Amos Clackworthy’s perfect harmony of attire. Such sartorial prodigality, in the opinion of Mr. Whitecotton, was downright criminal.


    Wasting no time in the little pleasantries generally attending a formal introduction, Mr. Clackworthy opened his wallet and put in front of the banker five bills, each of one thousand dollars’ denomination. Mr. Whitecotton’s eyes bulged.


    “I wish to open an account,” said the master confidence man crisply. “My name is Clackworthy, my home Chicago. If you desire business references—” He knew there would not be a call for them, although he could readily have supplied them; a five-thousand-dollar cash deposit speaks for itself. Worshipfully, the banker’s fingers went out and began to stroke the beloved thousand-dollar bills. He gave the new depositor a look of baffled curiosity.


    “Humph!” he grunted. His voice was like his face—harsh and unpleasant. “May I ask if you contemplate—ah—going into business here?”


    “You might call it that.”


    “What line?”


    “I propose to develop a resource that has been locally overlooked.” Mr. Clackworthy smiled as he spoke. “If you will kindly give me credit for the five thousand, and a check book, I will write to your order a check for two thousand dollars.”


    “Huh? Check—two thousand—to my order?” gasped Mr. Whitecotton. He again stared at the new customer, this time as if searching for some outward signs of insanity.


    “Precisely. You see, I have purchased from Lemuel Bodkins his option on that twenty acres of clay land east of town, and I wish to exercise the option. The check, if you please. You’ll pardon me if I seem rather abrupt, but there are so many things I want to attend to—lumber for the buildings, some telegrams, and that sort of thing. Quite a lot of detail to getting a new enterprise started, you know.”


    As the banker mechanically made a notation in a pass book, an ill-concealed sneer twisted his thin lips.


    “You are buying that clay land?” he demanded incredulously.


    “Quite so.” Already Mr. Clackworthy had uncapped his fountain pen and was filling in a check. “Just give me a receipt for it, and you can make the deed out later; tomorrow will do.”


    “What are you going to do with it?” demanded the banker bluntly.


    “Extract a certain chemical property valuable to science,” replied the confidence man glibly; and then, with a laugh: “Oh, I assure you that it has nothing to do with sculptor’s clay, Mr. Whitecotton. You would hardly expect me to be wasting my time with an insignificant scheme like Budkins’. The poor chap has had his little dream and, fortunately, gets out with a whole skin and a little to spare. I gave him seven hundred dollars for his option.”


    “What?” The banker’s tone rose to a shrill note for two reasons. One was because it seemed such an unnecessary waste of money—seven hundred dollars tossed away to a visionary young fool like Lem Budkins, when a hundred would have done quite as well; the other was that the option would have expired within another week. This extravagantly dressed stranger evidently wanted the twenty acres badly, and how Flint Whitecotton would have made him pay!


    “Sure,” said Mr. Clackworthy. “I felt sorry for the chap.” The banker shivered; such costly pity was beyond his ken. Immediately he formed a very low regard for Mr. Clackworthy’s ability as a business man.


    IV.


    Within the succeeding days, Alschoola was shown some speed. A neat but inexpensive shack went up on the Whitecotton twenty acres, almost overnight. Mr. Clackworthy paid spot cash for the lumber and the carpenter hire. The town, of course, was abuzz with speculation and guesses; but no one except Mr. Clackworthy knew, and he didn’t tell. Even The Early Bird was not, as he would say, “in on the know,” a fact which galled him bitterly.


    With the completing of the shack and a high board fence, total cost eight hundred dollars, the two mysterious strangers began to keep regular hours, admitting no one. The town wondered what they did there, and would have been further mystified to have witnessed the strange capitalist calmly stretched out in a steamer chair, reading a volume of Freud’s Psychoanalysis, while The Early Bird paced the floor like a caged lion, smoking countless cigarettes and muttering angrily.


    It was midafternoon and James gave way to his daily explosion.


    “I gotta have a look-in!” he stormed. “You gotta tell me what the lay is.”


    Mr. Clackworthy looked up lazily.


    “We are going to sell Mr. Whitecotton’s worthless farm back to him—at a handsome profit,” he answered innocently. “I thought you knew that.”


    “But how are you gonna hook him?” demanded The Early Bird. “What’s the bait we’re usin’?”


    “Gold,” answered Mr. Clackworthy solemnly, “a pot of gold. Didn’t you read that item on the third page of—”


    “I didn’t see nothin’ from no Pennsylvania towns except—”


    “As it happens,” interrupted Mr. Clackworthy with a chuckle, “it wasn’t a news item from any Pennsylvania town, but an Associated Press dispatch from Washington, D. C., relating to a certain Congressional inquiry which is now in progress and occupying generous amounts of space almost daily. Question me no further, James; this is a little guessing contest of mine. Try your luck at it.”


    “You know I ain’t got a chance.”


    “Very well, I’ll add a bit more,” said Mr. Clackworthy, “Our mutual friend and often able assistant, George Bascom, will arrive in Alschoola day after tomorrow. He will remain entire stranger to both of us. We’ve never seen him before; we don’t know him from Adam’s off-ox.


    “George will appear in Alschoola garbed in tatters which will make a Russian refugee look like Beau Brummel. He is empty of pocket and desperate of mind; he appeals to Banker Whitecotton. Mr. Whitecotton is skeptical and at the same time credulous. He doesn’t believe George’s story, but it has such a ring of truth, backed up by such a wealth of newspaper accounts, that he dare not ignore the chance of finding out if it is really true that his clay land is worth, not a mere two thousand dollars, but a hundred times that sum.”


    “Two hundred thousand smackers?” gasped The Early Bird.


    “Your multiplication is correct,” and Mr. Clackworthy nodded. “Mr. Whitecotton will be half convinced that his clay farm is worth two hundred thousand dollars in cash. And, on the evening of the day after tomorrow, George will proceed to convince him entirely—by a personally conducted visit to this very spot. Does it now become clear to you, my dear James?”


    “Huh! Just as clear, boss, as a cloudy day on Lake Mich,” The Early Bird remarked, then groaned. “Come on an’ gimme a look-in.”


    Mr. Clackworthy shook his head teasingly and glanced at his watch.


    “Come to think about it,” he murmured, “I’ll have to be getting to the bank for a little talk with Mr. Whitecotton. He’s got a sight draft on me for thirty-two hundred dollars, and I’ve only eighteen hundred on deposit to meet it.”


    “Whatcha talkin’ about? Ain’tcha got five thousand iron men in your kick?”


    “True enough,” said the master confidence man, “but what is in my pocket is not for Mr. Whitecotton to know. He is to be only aware that of the five thousand dollars I deposited in his bank, just one thousand eight hundred dollars remain. And—I don’t want to meet the draft, anyhow. It’s one that Pop Blanchard sent here; just a little touch in realism.”


    Half an hour later, Mr. Clackworthy, not looking so cheerful as he inwardly felt, was closeted with the local banker. Almost accusingly, Mr. Whitecotton produced the sight draft, a demand that one Mr. Amos Clackworthy pay over the sum of three thousand two hundred dollars forthwith.


    “What about this?” he demanded.


    “It’s for some machinery that I have ordered, and which won’t be shipped until it is paid,” said Mr. Clackworthy with apparent glumness. “I need that machinery, and I need it bad. I can’t get started until I have it; things haven’t gone as smoothly as I had anticipated, and I hope that you—”


    “There is but one question before me,” cut in the banker icily. “Have you the money to meet this draft, or shall I sent it back unpaid?”


    “You’ve got to help me out, Mr. Whitecotton,” pleaded Mr. Clackworthy, “I’ve got a balance of one thousand eight hundred dollars on deposit; I need one thousand four hundred dollars to meet the draft. I paid you two thousand dollars for the land; suppose you lend me one thousand four hundred dollars on a ten-day note, with the land as security.”


    Banker Whitecotton laughed shrilly.


    “Lend you one thousand four hundred dollars on that pile of clay?” he snorted. “It isn’t worth fifty dollars an acre. I wouldn’t give you thirty dollars an acre for it.”


    “But I paid you a hundred an acre.”


    “A bargain is a bargain,” retorted the banker. “No one asked you to buy that land from me. Don’t argue; I won’t lend you a dollar on your hare-brained scheme.”


    “That’s because you don’t understand the chemical possibilities,” persisted Mr. Clackworthy with just as much earnestness as if he had really expected to win the man over. He launched into a long, apparently technical, explanation of his contemplated process of extracting certain expensive chemicals from that peculiar whitish loam—all of which was Greek to the Alschoola banker.


    “See here, Mr. Whitecotton,” he went on, “I stand on the brink of success or failure. There has been a slight hitch in my plans; the money I expect to get has not come into my hands yet. I hope—”


    “So did half-witted Lem Budkins,” snapped Whitecotton.


    “Take a look at this,” pleaded Mr. Clackworthy, producing a letter. It was ostensibly from a New York chemical company offering him twenty thousand dollars for his entire rights. The banker, of course, had no way of knowing that those letterheads had been printed on Mr. Clackworthy’s order and mailed by Pop Blanchard in New York; nevertheless, he tossed it aside with hardly a glance.


    “Not interested,” he said harshly. “You haven’t the money to pay the draft; therefore, I send it back.”


    “And force me to sell out for a paltry twenty thousand dollars!” Mr. Clackworthy exclaimed bitterly. Mr. Whitecotton winced; it hurt him to hear such a sum sneeringly referred to as “paltry.”


    V.


    The following afternoon, on the five o’clock train, George Bascom arrived in Alschoola. According to previous instructions, he was shabbily dressed, wore a dented derby hat, and had a four-day bristle of beard on his normally round and clean-shaven face.


    He slouched almost furtively up the street away from the railroad station. The bank, of course, was closed, but he made inquiries at Hope’s Drug Store and had himself directed to the residence of Flint Whitecotton. The banker was on the front porch of his cottage—it, like everything else he owned, had been secured with the smallest possible outlay of cash—fanning himself with a palm-leaf fan, which was an advertisement and had cost him nothing, waiting for supper. He glared at the approach of the ragged stranger.


    “Go away!” he called. “We don’t feed tramps.”


    “Mr. Whitecotton,” said George. “I’m no tramp, and you’ve got to listen to me. I’m a chauffeur, and—”


    “Save your breath; I don’t need a chauffeur. I haven’t any automobile—not with gasoline at thirty cents a gallon. Sinful extravagance, that is!”


    “I don’t want a job, either,” went on George Bascom; “I don’t want money or free food or a job. All I want is that you should listen to me.”


    “Well, so long as it don’t cost anything,” agreed Banker Whitecotton a little less grudgingly, “I’ll listen.”


    “To keep you from throwing me off the place for a lunatic,” began George, “I’ll show you some of these newspaper clippings.” He poked a grimy hand into his pocket and brought out a half dozen badly worn newspaper clippings. “Just glance over those, and then I’ll talk.”


    Flint Whitecotton did glance them over, and his impatience gave way to curiosity.


    “Well?” he demanded.


    “Maybe you wonder why I come to you,” went on George. “I’ll tell you why. It’s because I’m too dead broke to buy so much as a shovel to dig for the gold that is buried—I won’t tell you where until we make a deal. Any minute I’m liable to be arrested as a vagrant. Your city marshal followed me three blocks when I got off the train. Two hundred thousand dollars in gold weighs a lot more than anyone man can pack. There’s got to be a car to take it away. Understand? I’ve got to have help. Sure, I might have gone in with some crook, but he’d probably have knifed me in the back for my share.


    “If I tell you where it’s buried, do we split fifty-fifty? There’s only two people on earth who know where it’s hid, me and the woman, and she don’t dare to make a move, on account of the government agents watching her so close. Do we make a deal?”


    There was a light of fascination in Flint Whitecotton’s cold, blue eyes; as Mr. Clackworthy had predicted, he could hardly believe it, and yet he dared not doubt it entirely. There was just one thing that decided him—no expense was involved.


    “I’ll go in with you,” he agreed, “I’ll buy the shovels. We don’t have to go to the cost of hiring an automobile until we’re sure it’s where you say it was buried. Where is that place?”


    “On your own land,” answered George Bascom, “that patch of yours out on the State road. It’s buried four feet down in the clay. I can take you right to the spot; I’ll take you now.”


    A hoarse cry burst through the lips of the miserly banker. The land that he had sold for two thousand dollars was worth almost a quarter of a million dollars in buried treasure!


    VI.


    Even Mr. Clackworthy in his most confident moments had not anticipated that things would go through to such a whirlwind finish. He had not dreamed that the banker’s greed would be so sharply whetted that he would plunge in, head over heels, within a few hours. The reason for it, no doubt, was Whitecotton’s fear that George Bascom, to all appearances the penniless, desperate possessor of a two-hundred-thousand dollar secret, would discover that he, the banker, was no longer the owner of the treasure-bearing twenty acres. George, too, must have told his story well and convincingly for the cautious, canny miser to have swallowed it, hook, line, and sinker.


    But that is just what happened, and Mr. Clackworthy, who had planned many further elaborate details, was totally unprepared to receive a summons from Flint Whitecotton the next morning.


    “Mr. Clackworthy,” began the banker, “perhaps I was—um—rather hasty with you during our last talk. However, I have—ah—been thinking it over, and I have decided that I owe it as my duty as a—ah—a public-spirited citizen to take an interest in this budding enterprise of yours. That letter you showed to me, in which you were offered twenty thousand dollars to sell out—that in itself shows that your venture must have merit.”


    Mr. Clackworthy looked discouraged.


    “I was just on the verge of sending a wire to the New York firm, telling them that I would accept twenty-five thousand dollars and get out. They expected, of course, to raise the ante when they offered twenty thousand dollars. The truth of it is, Mr. Whitecotton, that I’m too small a fellow to fight the big combine; that’s what scared off the capital that had been promised me. My hands are up; I quit. There’s no use in talking things over; I’m going to sell out.”


    “I wouldn’t do that,” interposed Banker Whitecotton hastily. “Now why can’t we form a company? Perhaps I would put up ten thousand dollars, but—um—I would, of course, expect to control.”


    “I’d rather sell out than be frozen out later,” retorted Mr. Clackworthy shrewdly. “No, so long as I’m whipped, I’ll take all the money I can get.” He started to get from his chair, but the banker stopped him insistently. They talked for two long, haggling hours, and at length, cold sweat pouring from his bald forehead, Flint Whitecotton, the stingiest man whom Amos Clackworthy had ever done business with, inclined his head slowly, reluctantly; he agreed to give twenty-five thousand dollars.


    * * * *


    Again Mr. Clackworthy and The Early Bird were passengers on the non-Pullman train on the branch line which terminated at Alschoola. This time, however, they were bound away from the shabby, unprogressive town, for which James was thankful; within the wallet of the master confidence man reposed twenty-five thousand dollars in currency, and for this they were both thankful.


    But The Early Bird’s forehead was corrugated with a puzzled frown.


    “I ain’t got it all through the old bean yet, boss,” he admitted. “You’re tryin’ to tell me that the old dollar squeezer come across with twenty-five thousand smackers because he swallowed George Bascom’s fairy tale about there bein’ a coupla hundred thousand in the yellow stuff in the terra firma of that clay farm you bought off’n him for a coupla thousand berries?”


    “It was realism, that did the trick, my dear James,” said Mr. Clackworthy, chuckling. “That, and his naturally greedy, grasping nature. Moreover, he thought he was playing safe so far as his twenty-five thousand is concerned. Before he closed with me, he sent a wire to The Gotham Chemical Corporation, asking them if they would give twenty-five thousand dollars to buy me out; since The Gotham Chemical Corporation is Pop Blanchard, the answer was ‘Yes.’ He didn’t suspect a flimflam, because he couldn’t imagine any sane man who would risk paying out two thousand dollars on a long chance.”


    “What I’m gettin’ at, boss,” said The Early Bird, “is, what was the hocus-pocus that made him fall for George Bascom’s fake about that buried gold?”


    “You’re hopeless,” and Mr. Clackworthy sighed. “You read the newspapers every day, too. Certainly you should recall that for some time there has been a Congressional inquiry regarding a certain war slacker named Grover Blindhouse, who escaped from army imprisonment and made his way to Europe. The Congressional inquiry brought out that the young man’s mother, the widow of a wealthy Pennsylvania brewer, got together the astounding sum of two hundred thousand dollars in cash and buried it not many miles from Philadelphia for her son’s use in his flight. However, the money is still buried; she dare not try to recover it, for fear that secret-service agents will shadow her and the government confiscate it, and she won’t tell where it was buried. The clipping which gave me the inspiration for this very profitable adventure of ours—”


    He paused and reached into his pocket. The Early Bird accepted the scrap of paper and read:


    ***


    SEEK BLINDHOUSE


    CHAUFFEUR WHO DROVE


    $200,000 TREASURE CAR


    _____


    Congressional Inquiry Reveals Name of


    Man Who Can Lead Way


    to Buried Wealth.


    ***


    “I gotcha, boss!” exclaimed The Early Bird. “George Bascom slipped Whitecotton a yarn about bein’ the missin’ chauffeur.”


    “As a finishing touch,” continued Mr. Clackworthy, “I’ve given the old miser something to puzzle about. At the spot where he will dig, there is planted an iron chest containing—a hundred dollars in pennies. And that’s your money, by the way, James.”


    “But,” said The Early Bird with an apprehensive shudder, “that bird is gonna be some wild—if he don’t drop dead on the spot. What if he starts investigatin’ an’ find’s that fake chemical company—”


    “Checkmate!” exclaimed Mr. Clackworthy. “The only way he can get us convicted, my dear James, is to plead guilty himself to a conspiracy against the government. We have got him, as they say, going and coming.”

  


  
    THE MONKEY GOD, by Seabury Quinn


    Professor Harvey Forrester was having a beastly time. He had confided as much to himself more than once in the past twenty-four hours, and each passing minute confirmed the truth of it.


    The Professor did not dance, and the younger members of the company fox-trotted from breakfast to luncheon, from luncheon to dinner and from dinner to bedtime. The Professor did not care for music, except classical compositions or the simple folk songs of primitive peoples, and the Milsted house was filled with the cacophonies of jazz from radio and phonograph all day and three-quarters of the night. The Professor despised bridge as a moronic substitute for intelligent conversation, and the older members of the company played for a cent a point from dinner till midnight with the avidity of professional gamblers.


    The Professor was having a beastly time.


    But old Horatio Milsted, in honor of whose son the house party was given, possessed one of the finest collections of oriental curios in the country, wherefore Forrester had accepted the invitation tendered him and Rosalie Osterhaut, his ward; for he greatly desired to examine a certain statuette of Hanuman, the Monkey God, which was the supreme jewel in the collection that Milsted had inherited from a sea-roving (and none too scrupulous) grandsire.


    Two days—forty-eight interminable hours of fox trotting, syncopated music and card-ruffling—the Professor had endured, and as yet had not caught sight of the little monkey god’s effigy. Each time he broached the subject to Milsted his host put him off with some excuse. The house party would break up the following morning, and meantime the Professor cooled his back against the wall of the Milsted drawing room while his anger rose hot and seething within him.


    “Oh, Professor Forrester,” whispered Arabella Milsted, the host’s unmarried sister, in the irritatingly high, thin voice possessed by so many short, fat women, “you look so romantically aloof standing there all by yourself. Tell me, don’t you ever unbend, even for a teeny, tinsy moment?” She looked archly at him above the serrated edge of her black fan and simpered with bovine coquettishness.


    “Do you know,” she went on in a more confidential whisper, her little, pale-blue eyes growing circular with sudden seriousness, “I have a presentiment—a premonition—that something terrible is going to happen?”


    “Umpf?” growled Forrester noncommittally, gazing first at the obese damsel, then across the crowded dance floor in an effort to descry an exit. “Umpf!”


    “Yes—” Miss Milsted, who would never again see forty, but dressed in a manner becoming to twenty, and talked chiefly in Italics, replied—“oh, yes; I’m very psychic, you know. Poor dear Mamma used to say—”


    Poor dear Mamma’s profound observations will never be known to posterity, for at that moment Horatio Milsted, looking anything but the urbane host, strode into the drawing room and commanded sharply, “Shut off that infernal music!”


    “Hear, hear!” murmured the Professor under his breath.


    Young Carmody, a vapid-faced youth in too-fashionably cut dinner clothes, who stood nearest the radio, turned the rheostat, and the lively dance tune expired with a dismal squawk.


    “Someone has been tampering with my collection,” Milsted announced in a hard, metallic voice. “Some infernal thief has stolen a priceless relic—the statue of Hanuman. Now, I don’t make any accusations; but I want that curio back. I think I know the thief, and while I’d be justified in turning him over to the police, I’ll give him a chance to return my property without a scandal—if he will. The museum is just beyond the library. I want everyone here—everyone—to step into the library, then go, one at a time, into the museum. There’s only one door, and the windows are barred, so the thief can’t get away. Each of you will be allowed thirty seconds—by himself—in the museum. There’ll be a handkerchief on the table, and if I don’t find the statuette under that handkerchief when the last of you has passed through the museum, why—” he swept the company with another frigid stare—“I shall have to ask you all to wait while I send for the sheriff. Is that clear?”


    A wondering, frightened murmur of assent ran round the brightly lighted room, and the host turned on his heel as he shot out, “This way, if you please.”


    Rosalie, the Professor’s ward, glanced backward at her guardian as she accompanied her dancing partner and two other couples into the library, and the look in her wide, topaz eyes was a troubled one. She had lived with the Professor nearly a year, now, and knew him as only a woman can know the man she idolizes. The straight-backed little scientist was the soul of honor and propriety, but so immersed in his beloved study of anthropology that theft or murder would scarcely deter him from the acquisition of a relic of scientific value. “What if he should—” she shook her narrow shoulders as one who puts away an unpleasant thought, and stepped across the library threshold.


    “I know something terrible will happen,” Miss Milsted wailed softly in the Professor’s ear.


    “Nonsense, Madam; control yourself!” Forrester replied sharply, his narrow nostrils quivering with excitement.


    The north wind, sweeping furiously across the rolling Maryland hills, hurled a barrage of sleet and snow against the windows, a man coughed with the abrupt sharpness of nervousness, and a woman tittered with embarrassment. The logs in the hall fireplace snapped and crackled; otherwise the house was as silent as a Quaker meeting before the Spirit moves. Two minutes dragged slowly by while the party in the drawing room watched the library door with bated breath. What drama was being enacted behind those unresponsive panels?


    “Oh, I know—” the Milsted person began her dismal prophecy once more, then checked her speech with a little squeak like that of an unsuspecting mouse suddenly snared in a trap. Dying with a short flare, like a shred of dried grass touched with a match, the electric lights winked out, and, save for the reflection of the blazing logs in the hall fireplace, the house was hooded in darkness.


    “Oh, I knew it—” Miss Milsted asserted, but Professor Forrester strode impatiently across the polished floor toward the closed door of the library.


    “Control yourself, Madam,” he snapped. “The wires have been short-circuited by the storm. Here, somebody, bring some candles!” It was characteristic of him that he should assume command in the emergency. The man who had braved sandstorms in the Sahara, glaciers in the Himalayas and natives of Somaliland while tracing the footprints of early civilizations was not to be daunted by imperfect electric power systems. “Fetch some candles,” he repeated sharply; “we can’t—”


    Voices rose in angry discord behind the library door. A man’s shout, a woman’s scream, Milsted’s half-uttered curse mingled in sudden, sharp babel, then bang! the wicked, whip-like snap of a pistol shot punctuated the hubbub.


    The Professor was first to reach the library. He darted through the door, swinging it shut behind him, stilled the renewed voices with a single, sharp command, and struck a match, kneeling over a long, inert object stretched before the grate of glowing coke beneath the mantelpiece.


    “Oh, I know something terrible is going to happen! I know it—” Miss Milsted screamed, clawing futilely at the coat-sleeve of the nearest man.


    “Madam, be still!” the Professor’s voice, dry and sharp with suppressed excitement, cut through the gloom as he re-entered the drawing room. “Be quiet; nothing terrible is going to happen. It’s already happened. Mr. Milsted is dead.”


    “Dead!” the dreadful word flew from lip to lip about the circle of frightened guests. And, as if the tragic announcement were the cue to a theatrical electrician, the dimmed lights of the big country house suddenly sprang into brightness once more, shedding their sharp, yellow rays on the group of pale, terrified faces and bringing the rouge on lips and cheeks into ghastly prominence as frightened women turned hysterically to equally frightened men for comfort and protection.


    “How—” began young Carmody, but the Professor cut him short.


    “Call the nearest post of state troopers,” he ordered curtly. “Then get in touch with the sheriff and the county coroner. Everyone stay where he is, please; the authorities will tell us when we may leave.


    “Now”—Forrester closed the door against the chattering throng in the drawing room and faced the six people in the library—“just what happened?”


    “We had just come in, Uncle Harvey,” Rosalie answered, speaking with slow care, for in times of excitement her English, still only a half-familiar tongue, completely deserted her; “we had just come in here, and Mr. Milsted was deciding which one of us should go into the museum first, when the lights went out. Somehow, just at the same time, that window there”—she pointed to a casement between two ceiling-high bookcases—“blew open, and, it seemed to me, I saw a head at the opening. I’m not sure about that, though. Mr. Carpenter here started across the room to close the window, and I think someone else did, too, though I don’t know who it was, and Mr. Milsted began to swear and ran toward me, then there was a flash and a report, and—”


    “And he shot himself,” young Mr. Carpenter supplied, interrupting the girl’s story. “I don’t know why he did it, but we all saw the flash and heard him cry out with a sort of choke, and saw him fall. There was light enough from the fire for us to see that much.”


    “But it looked to me as though he were shooting toward the window, not at himself,” Rosalie protested. “I’m sure the flash was directed away from him.”


    “Then how do you account for—that?” Carpenter asked almost roughly, pointing dramatically to the figure lying face downward on the handsome Persian rug.


    Mr. Milsted lay prone as he had fallen, one arm oddly twisted beneath him, the other extended full length beyond his head, the stock of a German Army automatic grasped convulsively in his hand. His right cheek rested against the nap of the rug, and the Professor, bending down to look into his face, observed a small, round hole, about the caliber of a lead pencil, some two inches or so above the eyebrows and almost in the center of the forehead. The rim of the wound was a little discolored, as though from a bruise, and the center was slightly depressed, forming a shallow cup or crater, while a mass of thick, clotted matter, grayish white mixed with blood, showed within the tiny, deadly circle. One or two drops of blood—no more—had trickled from the wound and lay upon the carpet.


    “Um?” Forrester rose slowly from his contemplation and pinched his narrow chin between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. “How do you account for it? That’s the question.” Thrusting his hand into his jacket pocket, he drew out a short-stemmed briar pipe, stuffed it to overflowing with long cut tobacco and began puffing furiously. “I don’t think we’ll accomplish much huddled in here,” he suggested. “Suppose you join the others. The officers should be here any moment, now.”


    As the door closed behind the others, Professor Forrester wheeled and stepped quickly into the museum. It was a small, square room entered by a single door of heavy, iron-bound oak, and lighted by a single small, heavily barred window. About its sides were ranged the tall glass-fronted specimen cases, all strongly fastened with Yale locks, while a small, compact safe and two tall, sheet-steel cabinets stood against the wall directly beneath the window. In the center, under the ceiling electrolier, was a table of polished mahogany on which lay a handkerchief covering two small objects. The Professor lifted the cloth, disclosing a small brass inkwell and stamp box.


    “Milsted certainly intended giving the guilty man every chance,” he commented softly to himself. “No one coming in here could say whether the handkerchief had covered two or three things before, and the fact that the cloth was already resting on two other things would partially disguise the fact that the idol had been returned. Yes, he was pretty decent about it, poor chap.”


    Replacing the square linen, he stared speculatively about the room. “Now, let’s see,” he murmured. “The Hanuman statue couldn’t have been much bigger than this inkwell or stamp box, smaller, perhaps. Anyone could have carried it easily in his pocket. H’m; very interesting.”


    Strolling over to the safe, he bent forward and examined it, even testing its lock tentatively, first taking the precaution to cover the knob with his handkerchief, lest his fingerprints show on the polished metal. The lock was fastened, and he next turned his attention to the upright metal cabinets. They were nearly six feet high by eighteen inches wide and about two feet deep. One was filled with a miscellaneous assortment of papers, old letters and kindred junk, while the other was empty, even its shelves having been removed, leaving a space available for storage about as large as the interior of an upended mummy case.


    Again the Professor stooped, examining the cabinet’s interior carefully. “Umpf,” he inquired of the empty room, “what’s this?” On the smoothly painted floor of the case were four crescent-shaped ridges of sand and fine gravel, paired off in two sets of two each, their concave sides facing, and about seven inches distant from each other. Taking an envelope from his pocket the Professor carefully scooped part of the sand into it, then closed the cabinet door and returned to the library.


    Approaching the window, which had blown open as the lights went out, he examined its white-enameled sill closely, collected a few grains of sand from it, and bent down to observe the wall and baseboard immediately under it.


    His search was rewarded, for, so faint as to be scarcely noticeable, but perceptible to one who knew what he looked for, was a tiny, dirty-yellow stain on the white baseboard, and two more, one about two feet below and ten to eleven inches to the left of the other, against the gray wall paper.


    Mentally the Professor blessed his untidy habit of using his pockets for correspondence files as he brushed specimens of these stains into two more envelopes and scribbled identifying notations on each container.


    “Now,” he informed himself as he knocked the ashes from his pipe into the fire, “we’ll have a look around the outside of the house before the police begin to ask embarrassing questions.”


    The wind was howling like a thousand banshees with ulcerated teeth, lashing the tall, somber cedars, which lined the Milsted driveway, till they bent almost double before its force, and hurling sheets of mingled snow and sleet against the house walls and window panes. The entire north wall of the Milsted mansion was encrusted with storm-castings as the Professor, muffled to the eyes in his motoring coat and with his fur cap pulled well over his ears, forced his way through the tempest to the spot beneath the library window.


    “No chance of finding anything here,” he admitted reluctantly as he threw the beam of his electric torch against the ice-covered clapboards. “Any traces are as dead as the dodo. You couldn’t track an elephant through this storm. I might as well get back to—ah?” He broke his soliloquy short with a sharp, interrogative exclamation as his foot came in contact with some tiny object imbedded in the half-frozen snow.


    Dropping to his knees, he played his electric light over the glacial mass at his feet, dug his fingers through the sleet-crust and exhumed a tiny, glistening object about an inch and a half in length and surprisingly heavy for its size. No need to speculate on the nature of his discovery. The little golden statue, representing a squatting monkey, and exquisitely executed in gold, the face ornamented with rubies, told him at a glance what it was. Hanuman, the Monkey God, was found.


    The flashlight’s ray disclosed something else. About the spot where the Professor had stumbled over the jewel somebody else had been clawing furiously, for the half-obliterated marks of frantic fingers were plainly visible in the snow. Only desperate haste, biting cold and unrelieved darkness had prevented the other from finding the statuette which the Professor had come upon accidentally.


    “Hum,” Forrester remarked as he shut off his flashlight and rose, “this is interesting; mighty interesting. Would be worth while trying to find any tracks?”


    Two minutes’ attempt convinced him it would not. Sheltered from the full fury of the storm by the house, the snow where the monkey’s statue had been lost retained the ridges made by the questing fingers which missed what the Professor found; but three feet distant the drifting flakes and lashing sleet obliterated Forrester’s own tracks almost as soon as he made them. To seek any person who had passed that way, even a few minutes before, was as bootless an undertaking as attempting to trace a ship across the Atlantic by her wake. “No go,” he admitted, after wrestling with the gale for ten yards or so; “better get in and thaw out.”


    “Find anything?” demanded young Carpenter as the Professor relieved himself of cap and ulster and held his hands to the hall fire, flexing and stretching his fingers to restore circulation.


    “Umpf,” responded the Professor, bending closer to the blaze and disdaining a glance at his questioner.


    “Nut!” muttered Carpenter to the young woman beside him. “Darndest nut I ever saw, racing around in this storm looking for God-knows-what. Reckon the old fool expects to find out why Milsted shot himself?”


    If the Professor heard Mr. Carpenter’s uncomplimentary remarks he gave no sign of resentment. Turning from the fire as soon as the younger man had withdrawn, he hurried to the library, and with only the corpse of his late host for company, fell to comparing the bits of earth he had salvaged from the steel cabinet, the window sill and the library walls and baseboard.


    “Hello, Professor Forrester; what are you doing here?” queried a sharp-featured young man as he entered the library and put a portmanteau down on the table. “Lookin’ for traces of the Pyramid-builders?”


    Forrester regarded the newcomer sharply through the lenses of his neat, rimless pince-nez. “I don’t believe I—” he began, but the other interrupted with a laugh.


    “Of course, you don’t,” he agreed. “I didn’t expect you would. I’m Nesbit—Lambert Nesbit, B. S., in ’20, and M.D., in ’24. Never had any of your classes, but used to see you on the campus and on the platform at commencements.”


    “Oh!” the Professor responded. “And you’re—”


    “Yep, I’m the coroner. Practice wasn’t goin’ any too good when I got out, for I just missed the flu epidemic and folks wouldn’t get sick to accommodate me, so I busted into politics and got myself elected to this job. They tell me outside you’ve been keepin’ the nest warm for me.”


    “I’ve made a few—er—observations,” Forrester admitted. “Have you questioned anybody?”


    “I’ll say I have,” the coroner retorted with a twinkle in his eye. “Got two state troopers to ride herd on ’em, and put ’em through their paces in great shape. Gosh, they’re one scared crowd! Everybody agrees Milsted shot himself, but if I asked any one of ’em, ‘Why did you kill him?’ I’ll bet a dollar he’d break down and confess.


    “Well”—he turned to the body with a brisk, professional air—“I wonder why the old coot did kill himself?”


    With the deftness of long practice, covering the repugnance he felt for his task with a running fire of cynical comment, the young physician examined the remains, noted the position of the wound, the pistol in the dead hand and the posture of the body.


    “Plain as a pike-staff,” he announced, rising and dusting his trousers knees. “Never saw an opener case of suicide in my life, but, as Bobbie Burns would say,


    “‘One thing must still be greatly dark,


    The reason why he did it.’”


    “I shouldn’t be too cock-sure it’s suicide if I were you,” Professor Forrester replied.


    “Eh? The devil you say!” Dr. Nesbit shot him a quick glance. “Why not?”


    “Look at that wound again.”


    “Thanks; I’ve already had a fine, grandstand view of it. Right through the frontal bone, slick and clean as a whistle.”


    “But did you see any powder brand around it?” Forrester insisted. “Remember, in the nature of things, Milsted couldn’t have held that gun more than a foot from his head, and at that distance, even with smokeless powder, there would have been some burning of the tissues, or at least a scarification of the skin from the powder gases.”


    “Hum; by the Lord Harry, Professor, you’re right!” the young official admitted. “I overlooked it. Still—”


    “Try to take that pistol from his hand,” the Professor persisted.


    “He’s certainly holding it,” the coroner admitted as he rose after tugging futilely at the weapon clasped in the dead man’s fingers. “Rigor mortis set in early—”


    “Rigor fiddlesticks!” Forrester scoffed. “Feel his jaw and neck, man; that’s where the stiffening would begin, if it were rigor mortis. You’ll find those muscles still flaccid.”


    “Right you are,” Dr. Nesbit agreed as he prodded the dead man’s facial muscles with a practiced forefinger. “But how do you account for his grasping that gun so—”


    The Professor sighed in exasperation. “Did you ever hear of the condition known as cadaveric spasm?” he asked sharply. “That’s a perfect example of it. You know, as a physician—or you ought to, if you don’t—that when death takes place suddenly, especially from injury to the nervous system, as in this case, where the brain was pierced, the body, or parts of it, notably the hands, become rigid almost immediately. I remember once coming on the body of a poor chap who’d been murdered in the Gobi desert. Some brigands had shot him through the head from behind as he was in the act of eating a piece of mutton, and, though his body had almost completely mummified when we found him, he was still grasping the sheep bone as if it were a pole of a galvanic battery.”


    “Right-o,” the coroner gave a short, affirmative nod. “Absolutely right, Professor. This man was shot through the brain, too, as you say. But that’s one of the surest indicia of suicide, you know. No murderer could put that gun in his hand after killing him and make his fingers grasp it as they do.”


    “Exactly,” Forrester nodded in his turn. “But suppose that instead of shooting himself, Milsted had drawn his gun to shoot at someone else, and actually fired one shot before, or just as, the other potted him. What then? Wouldn’t we have just the conditions we find here?”


    “Yes,” Nesbit conceded, “but the facts don’t match your theory. Only one shot was heard, and all the testimony, with one exception, is to the effect that there was nobody for Milsted to shoot at, even if there’d been someone to shoot him.”


    “Right,” Forrester replied, “and it’s my ward, Miss Osterhaut, who says Milsted fired toward the window just before he fell. I’d take her word against a dozen of these scatter-brained young fools’ testimony. She has been brought up to observe things, and do it accurately.”


    “But—”


    “And here’s something else for you to chew on,” the Professor continued, brushing aside the half-uttered protest—“look at these—”


    Leading the way to the museum he opened the empty cabinet and directed his companion’s gaze to the faint marks on its floor. “Recognize ’em?” he demanded.


    “Can’t say I do.”


    “Very well, then. I’ll tell you. They’re footprints. Somebody who had been walking through the snow, before it was deep enough to cover the ground completely, was standing in that cabinet today. You can make out the heel-and toe-prints of his shoes, and here you can see where the sand and gravel has been spread out in a film over the metal where the snow melted from his boots. It’s a glacial silt-deposit in miniature. That dates his visit. It didn’t start snowing till nearly six o’clock this afternoon, and the ground was frozen hard as bed-rock up to an hour or so before the storm began. The temperature rose several degrees—enough to thaw the very top of the ground—before the snow commenced, and for the first half-hour or so the flakes were wet. This sleet has been coming down only the last hour, maybe a little less. So I say somebody walked through the snow just after it began, got a scum of sand on his shoes and hid in this case without stopping to wipe his boots. He could stand here and see everything going on in the room through the slits in the cabinet door.”


    Dr. Nesbit smiled ironically as he shook his head. “You may be able to take a piece of skull and build a man from it, or reconstruct a dinosaur from a splint of thigh-bone, Professor Forrester,” he conceded, “but I’m not ready to admit you’ve reconstructed a case of burglary and murder here.”


    “Then look at this,” the Professor urged, leading the way back to the library and indicating the wall beneath the window. “This is the window that everybody agrees opened mysteriously just as the lights went out. Now, here on the baseboard, if you’ll look closely, you’ll find exactly such sand stains as are on the cabinet floor. And here—” he indicated the faint smudges on the wall—“are the foot marks where somebody took a running start, braced his feet first against the board, then the wall, and with his hands holding the window sill, swarmed up and yanked the casement open. And here—” he pointed triumphantly to the sill—“are other marks, not much more than dabs of sand, I’ll grant you, but still marks, where the fellow rested his feet on the sill before he started to leap to the ground outside.”


    “But you’re assuming too much,” Nesbit objected. “These marks might easily have been made some other way. I know my house is forever getting all sorts of spots and splotches on it, no matter how hard my wife scrubs and dusts.”


    Forrester snorted in disgust. “Can’t you use your eyes at all?” he demanded. “Look at this, and this, and this—” he thrust the envelopes in which his specimens were stored under the coroner’s nose—“the sand in each of those envelopes is identical. If the cabinet was stained with yellow sand, and the wall with red and the window sill with black or gray smut, I’d agree with you; but all the stains are made by the same material. I tell you, whoever hid in that cabinet ran from the museum to the library and made his escape through the window when the lights went out! See here, let’s prove it. Call everybody who was present when Milsted died and ask them, separately, if they can remember whether or not the library door opened about the same time the confusion preceding the shooting began.”


    Dr. Nesbit stepped to the door and summoned the six witnesses to the tragedy, admitting them one at a time and asking each the question suggested by the Professor. Rosalie and three others recalled there had been a faint squeak “as though a door was being opened carefully” before Milsted had appeared to go berserker. One of the others thought the museum door had opened a little—“blown by a draft,” she assumed—while the sixth witness remembered nothing of the sort.


    “That’s the best proof in the world that the door did open,” the Professor insisted. “If every one of them had agreed it did, we might have assumed your question suggested their answers—human memory is a tricky thing, at best—and that they thought they recalled something which actually didn’t happen; but diverse testimony in such a case is its own best proof.”


    “‘Saul, Saul, almost thou persuadest me,’” Coroner Nesbit protested with a laugh. “Seriously, though, Professor, you’ve got me thinking. I still believe this is a suicide, but everything you’ve suggested could have happened just as you say—maybe.”


    “‘Maybe’ be hanged!” the Professor blazed! “It did, I tell you!”


    “But what about Herman, or whatever its name was, that led to the tragedy?” Nesbit asked, half of himself, half of the professor. “As I understand it, Milsted claimed someone had stolen some sort of heathen idol from his museum and was throwing a catch-the-low-down-cuss party when he was—when he shot himself.”


    “I was coming to that,” Forrester answered. “When Mr. Milsted first accused one of us of stealing the statue of Hanuman, I thought he might be indulging in some ill-timed joke, or staging a show with some ulterior motive. He was a queer sort, and I never fancied him very much. But I’m convinced now the jewel really was stolen, and stolen by the person who hid in the cabinet and escaped through the window and murdered Milsted.”


    “How do you make that out?” Nesbit wanted to know. “Nobody’s seen the thief, or the stolen property, for that matter—”


    “Oh, yes, somebody has,” Forrester corrected, drawing the little golden image with its ruby eyes and nostrils from his pocket and handing it to the astonished coroner. “I found this outside in the snow, directly under that window, just where a person, jumping from that height and landing on slippery ground, might have dropped it. I wish you’d take official charge of it for a few days and tell no one about it till you hear from me.”


    Briefly he described his search for clues outside the house, the finding of the idol and the finger marks where its loser had made a hurried hunt for it.


    “Well, I’ll be—this trick is yours, Professor,” the young doctor agreed. “I’m still holding to the hypothesis of suicide, but we’ll impanel no jury tonight, or until I’ve had time to perform an autopsy on the body. Can I reach you by phone if I need you?”


    “Of course,” the Professor assured him.


    “All right. I’ll take the names and addresses of everyone present, and dismiss ’em, pending the inquest. Whether you’re right or wrong, Professor, you’ve given me more mental gymnastics this evening than I’ve had since I attended the University.” He held out his hand with a genial smile. “Good-night, sir.”


    * * * *


    “Lambert Nesbit speaking, Professor,” a cheerful voice announced at the telephone, shortly after noon the following day. “Pick up the marbles; you win.”


    “Eh, how’s that—” Professor Forrester began, but the coroner was bursting with information and refused to be interrupted.


    “I autopsied Milsted’s body this morning,” he continued, “and everything points to your theory of murder. In fact, it couldn’t have been suicide. When I removed the skull cap I found a bullet had passed through the frontal bone slightly to the left of the frontal suture, penetrating the left superior frontal lobe of the brain, piercing the proecentral fissure with a downward course, and traveling almost to the horizontal fissure of Sylvinus. Do you get me, or am I too technical?”


    “Not at all,” Forrester assured him. “Remember, Nesbit, I was studying comparative anatomy, putting in six hours a week in the dissecting room, when you were learning to spin a top and play marbles for keeps. Go on, what else did you find?”


    “Well, first off, I realized that it would have been impossible for a man to shoot himself in that manner unless he held the stock of the pistol above the level of his head—I experimented on myself by holding a gun with the muzzle touching my forehead where the wound in Milsted’s head was. He might have done it by bracing the barrel against his head and pulling the trigger with his thumb, but, as you demonstrated last night, Milsted was clutching the pistol with the rigidity of a cadaveric spasm, which must have occurred at the moment of death, and his forefinger was on the trigger. There wasn’t a Chinaman’s chance of his shifting his grip on the stock between the shot and the time death ensued, for he must have died instantly from that wound.”


    “My boy,” Forrester assured him, “I’m beginning to have hopes of you. It was hard to convince you last night, but I’ll admit you’re not one of those thick-headed zanies who persist in error just for the sake of making fools of themselves.”


    “Thanks,” the coroner replied dryly. “But you ain’t heard nothin’ yet. When I compared the bullet in Milsted’s brain with a cartridge from the magazine of his pistol, I found the lethal missile was a soft lead, conical bullet of about 20-20 caliber, while Milsted’s gun is a Lüger and shoots a .25 cupro-nickel-coated bullet. I was talkin’ with a lieutenant in the State Constabulary about it today, and he told me those guns have a muzzle velocity of about twelve hundred feet a second, and if Milsted had shot himself with his own gun the bullet would have gone clear through his head and probably through the wall behind him, as well.”


    “I could have told you that,” Forrester replied. “Have you any other information?”


    “Not right now; but there’s not much doubt Milsted was murdered. What sticks in my craw, though, is who did it, and why, and why the devil didn’t anyone hear a second shot? D’ye reckon both parties could have fired at once, so the two reports sounded like one?”


    “Um; that’s possible,” Forrester agreed, “but you’ll remember that five of the six witnesses to the tragedy fail to recall seeing anything resembling a man at the window when Milsted died, and they’d not have been apt to miss seeing a pistol flash. No, I don’t think—here, wait a minute! How long can you postpone the inquest?”


    “Well, there’s no limit prescribed by law, but the jury has to be sworn super visum corporis—on viewing the body, you know—and we can’t keep poor old Milsted above ground indefinitely, waiting to swear in the jury. Tell you what I’ll do, if you say. I’ll impanel a jury, swear ’em in over the body, and then continue the inquest subject to call. I can get away with that, all right. What were you going to suggest?”


    “Take that bullet you found in the brain down to Roach’s sporting goods store and have one of their arms experts look at it. I noticed an English air-pistol on display in their window the other day, and it strikes me an air-gun might be the explanation to the whole affair. If the murder had been committed with one of those weapons we’d have about the same amount of mystery we have here, for the thing would probably shoot with practically no sound and would make no flash. These guns are comparatively new in this country, but I daresay they’re fairly well known in the British possessions.”


    “You think the murderer was an Englishman, then?”


    “Not exactly that, but I’ve got what you’d probably call a ‘hunch,’ Nesbit.”


    “Good enough. We’ll play it through. I’ll see what Roach’s man has to say and report later. We can hold the inquest up a week or so if necessary, while we gumshoe around for more dope.”


    “I don’t think we’ll need wait that long,” the Professor told him, as he hung up the phone and resumed marking a pile of examination papers.


    * * * *


    “Missy buy pretty fancy work?” a round-faced young man with somnolent eyes, clad in a threadbare overcoat and rather decrepit fez, demanded the following afternoon, when Rosalie answered the ringing of the front doorbell.


    “No, I—” the Professor’s pretty ward began, then checked her refusal, half spoken, as her large, topaz eyes suddenly narrowed the tiniest fraction of an inch. “Come in,” she invited. “I won’t promise to buy anything; but I’ll look.”


    “Miss like my things much,” the peddler announced confidently, as he followed her down the hall and into the living room. “See—” he opened an imitation alligator-hide suitcase and displayed the usual stock in trade of the itinerant Armenian huckster—“very pretty, very cheap, Miss. I t’ink you like buy some, mebbe so.”


    Attracted by the voices, Professor Forrester put down his book and strolled into the living room, leaving the study door open behind him.


    “Shopping again?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye.


    Rosalie had spent almost a year in occidental freedom since the Professor rescued her from the entourage of a certain villainous half-caste from Singapore, and the avidity with which she conformed to the Western custom of permitting women to buy their own finery had caused the Professor more than a little amusement.


    “Yes, Uncle Harvey,” she returned, throwing him a radiant smile. “This gentleman says he’s from Armenia, and he has some of the loveliest things.”


    Forrester looked with astonishment from the girl to the mass of miscellaneous horrors spread on the floor. Even a layman could see these alleged Madeira and Normandy scarves and Egyptian table covers were of the home-brewed variety, the sort which are stamped out, thousands at a time, by machinery in New Jersey, and foisted on a credulous public by smooth-spoken knaves from the Levant.


    The Professor, who knew the home industries of every people in the world as well as he understood their dialects, could recognize the counterfeits with one eye closed, and Rosalie, who had spent ten years of her life in the heart of the East should certainly have been the last one to be deceived by such crude forgeries. Yet there she stood, apparently enraptured, and begged the vendor to display more of his atrocities.


    “This very ni-ce piece work,” that worthy commended, throwing a cotton cloth thickly encrusted with machine embroidery over his right arm so that it swathed him from shoulder to wrist. “This made ’specially for ladies who like nice things.”


    His stock patter swept rapidly on, detailing the manifold perfections of the luncheon cloth, but his sleepy eyes traveled round the room, glanced through the open door of the study, and rested on a tiny brass paper weight which stood on the Professor’s desk. The knick-knack was an inexpensive piece of Japanese work, executed in polished brass, and represented a diminutive monkey in the act of holding his paws before his mouth—one of the familiar “speak no evil” symbols to be found in every curio store. Just then it glittered in a ray of the afternoon sun as though it were burnished gold instead of hammered brass. The young man’s eyes shone with a sudden fierce light of jubilation as they encountered the toy, and he moved a step nearer the study door.


    “Ye-es, this very nice cover for nice lady’s table—” he drawled, fumbling in the side pocket of his overcoat beneath the cotton cloth which still draped his arm.


    “Darwaza bundo!” Rosalie exclaimed shrilly.


    The peddler started as though stung by a yellow-jacket, his right arm writhing under the covering of the sheet of embroidery like a snake beneath a blanket.


    With a furious movement he whipped the cloth from his shoulder, wrenched something from his pocket and wheeled, backing toward the study with long, cautious steps.


    “Look out, Uncle Harvey!” Rosalie’s warning came sharply. Next instant she launched herself across the room like a fury, rushing between the Armenian and the astonished Professor.


    “Dog, son of filth, unworthy offspring of a he-goat and a bad smell!” she spat at the hawker in a torrent of Hindustani, her amber eyes glowing balefully, her lovely mouth distended like that of an angry cat.


    There was a flash of steel in the afternoon sunlight, something like a flickering flame leaped to life in the girl’s right hand and swept forward and down like a cracking whiplash. The peddler screamed with amazement and pain and dropped the object he had half drawn from his pocket.


    Rosalie’s slim, silk-and-satin-shod foot shot out, kicking the thing out of reach as she menaced the wounded huckster with a ten-inch, wavy-bladed Malay kris.


    “Tie him up, Uncle Harvey,” she bade, thrusting her knife forward to within an inch of the Armenian’s belt buckle, then, to the peddler, “Stand still, grandson of a toad, or by the Three Holy Ones, I shall slit your unclean throat and pour forth your vile blood as an offering to Kali!” The peddler followed her advice to the letter, though his frightened glance turned this way and that, any direction but toward the girl’s fierce eyes and the glittering, razor-sharp blade of her dagger.


    Seizing a length of lace from the open suitcase, Forrester hastily twisted it into a rope and trussed the huckster’s elbows behind him—a far more effective manner of binding than strapping the wrists together—then tore a length from one of the cotton embroideries and bandaged the fellow’s wounded wrist.


    “Sit down,” he ordered curtly, motioning the captive to a chair; then to Rosalie: “I hope you know what you’re about, young woman. If you’ve run amuck, we’re in for a tidy little lawsuit, if not for a criminal prosecution.”


    “Hou!” Rosalie laughed, lapsing into oriental vernacular, which she still did under the stress of excitement. “Behold, my lord, what your slave has discovered.” With a quick fillip, she removed the fez from the peddler’s head, displaying a small device in red painted on his forehead near the hairline.


    It was a small crescent which nearly enclosed a tiny disc within its horns, and Forrester started at the sight. “Good heavens!” he exclaimed. “Why, it’s the caste mark of a follower of Siva!”


    “Yes, my lord, it is nothing less,” the girl replied with a triumphant smile. “When this base-born descendant of a hyena and a mangy female monkey appeared at my master’s house, wishing to show me his detestable wares, I was about to send him on his way, but the day is warm for winter and he put up his hand to wipe his brow, so that I did behold the caste mark for an instant as he put back his cap. Many an Armenian have I seen—we had hundreds of them in Singapore—but never have I beheld one who wore the sign of Siva.


    “Then I did remember, master of my life, how the villainous Chandra Roi (may the vultures devour his eyeballs!) sometimes hired these Siva fellows to do his filthy work when even the Chinamen would not, and I knew this one came to my master’s house for no good.


    “Two nights ago when Milsted Sahib spoke of the loss of his image of Hanuman, the others knew not what he referred to, but you and I, my lord, knew that Hanuman is the Monkey God of the people of Hind, and though in this land the monkey dances to the music of hand organs, in India he is a very sacred beast.


    “I knew, too, that Milsted Sahib was killed by someone, for did I not behold him shooting at a thing which perched in his window-place, as though Hanuman himself had come to claim his image? And was he not himself shot down? Men do not die from bullets from their own guns when those guns are pointed away from them.


    “Also I knew that you went outside the house after the murder, and, though the others saw nothing when you returned, Mumtaz Banjjan dwells in the shadow of her lord’s bounty, and his every mood is as plain to her as print upon a book’s page. She could see he was excited, and also pleased by something he had found, and there was no further mention of the stolen god. Therefore Mumtaz Banjjan placed herself near the door while her master and the Doctor Sahib talked in the library, and overheard much which passed between them. She knew he had found the god and given it to the young Nesbit, and she heard of the marks of some other person’s search for that same idol in the snow. All these things Mumtaz treasured in her memory, and when she beheld the mark of Siva upon this accursed one’s brow she bethought her that he must have seen her master pick up the god and take it into the house with him. Therefore, she thought, this one had come here to steal the god back, perhaps to murder her master as he also murdered Milsted Sahib. So she did invite him into the house with fair words that she might watch him, and she saw his unholy eyes light upon the little monkey of brass in the room where my lord reads from great books and writes on paper, which he, being but a pig and an ignorant fellow, doubtless mistook for the very god he stole from Milsted Sahib. And when she saw him reach into his pocket beneath the cloth he held upon his arm she knew he sought some weapon.


    “So Mumtaz cried out ‘Darwaza bundo’ which, as my lord knows, means only ‘shut the door,’ in Hindustani; but it was enough. The lowborn one recognized the words, and betrayed himself, and Mumtaz cut his wicked hand before he could do injury to the master who holds both her body and her soul as lightly in his hand as a child holds a rattle.”


    “Um; so I see,” Forrester commented, “and a very neat piece of work you did, too, my dear. But you might have been shot.”


    “Forrester Sahib is Mumtaz Banjjan’s master, and Mumtaz Banjjan is his slave,” the girl replied, lowering her head humbly. “He is the light of her eyes and the breath of her nostrils and the blood of her heart. What does it matter if the slave dies, so the master lives?”


    “Never mind the compliments,” Professor Forrester waved his hand wearily. He had long since given up trying to convince Rosalie that she must not call herself his slave. “Just at present I require information. How is it you had that kris so handy?”


    Rosalie’s—or Mumtaz Banjjan’s—face lit with a smile. “I belong to my lord, the mighty Forrester Sahib,” she announced primly, “if he chooses not to salute my lips I shall go to my grave unkissed; but there are certain young men who think not so. In Singapore I learned that the kris is a sharp tongue which argues well; therefore, when the young men urge me to do what they call ‘pet,’ if I cannot rebuff them with my laughter or my hands, I wear that which will convince them. The American clothes are clumsy for such a purpose—I cannot wear the knife at my belt—therefore I conceal it in the back of my dress, between my shoulders.”


    “You little savage!” Professor Forrester chuckled, as he stooped to recover the pistol she had kicked into the corner of the room. Whimsically, he remembered that certain desperadoes of the early Wild West were wont to conceal their Bowie knives in the collars of their coats, and wondered what effect Rosalie’s sudden production of a murderous Malay short sword would have at some afternoon tea.


    He held the captured pistol to the light and examined it closely. It was a heavy, blue steel weapon with a thick barrel upon which a smaller calibered tube was set. By breaking the stock, after the manner of a revolver, a plunger was withdrawn from the larger barrel, and when the stock was jammed back in place the plunger was thrust into the tube again, compressing sufficient air in the chamber to drive a light bullet with a velocity equal to that of a black-powder pistol. Across the stock was engraved the word Lübeck.


    “H’m,” the Professor commented, trying the weapon’s mechanism, “German make, eh? I might have known they’d have a model on the market as soon as the British perfected one. Well, I think we’ve about all the evidence necessary for Nesbit’s inquest.


    “Rosalie,” he turned to the girl, “just stand watch over our prisoner while I telephone the police, will you?”


    As he retired to the study to notify the authorities he heard the extraordinary young woman informing her captive that a single false move on his part would result in instant and complete disembowelment.


    “Now,” the Professor bent a stern gaze on the peddler, “why did you come here?”


    The pseudo-Armenian shrugged his shoulders, or came as near doing it as was possible while his elbows were bound behind him, and tightly lashed to the rungs of a chair-back.


    “I am a follower of Hanuman,” he replied in perfect English. “The grandfather of the man I put to death stole the image of our god from its temple in India almost a hundred years ago and kept it in his house for sacrilegious fools to gape at. Copies of the god’s image may be bought in the bazaars throughout India, and this we cannot prevent, but to have our sacred relics ravished from our temples—suppose we should come to your land and take from off your altars the images of your plaster saints, or the little pieces of bread which you worship, how would you feel about it? Other Englay have stolen other statues of the god from us, and we have hunted them down, one at a time, taken back our own and—their lives. The Milsted whom I killed—thieving son of a thieving grandsire that he was!—was the last. Others of our company had accounted for the rest; Milsted was mine.”


    “Um?” Forrester nodded thoughtfully. “How did you get into the house?”


    The Hindu smiled sardonically. “That was not hard to one of my calling,” he answered. “There was a great company of fools assembled at the place, and I bribed one of the servants to tell me the location of the room where Hanuman was kept. While all were at dinner I climbed through the library window and entered the museum. The god was not in any of the glass cases, but I found him in the safe, for it was an old-fashioned one and the lock was easy to pick. When I heard anyone near I hid in a steel case which happened to be empty. When I had taken the statue from the safe, but before I could get away, Milsted came to the museum and discovered his loss. I would have shot him then, but there was someone in the next room, and I feared he would raise the alarm. When Milsted found the god was gone he ran out and called more people, and I thought they were coming to take me, but before any could enter the room where I hid the lights went out and I ran through the dark to the window which I had left unlocked, and was preparing to jump to the ground when Milsted saw me and tried to kill me.


    “I shot him with the gun which makes no sound and dropped to the ground, but slipped on the snow and lost the image. There was no time to stay and search for it, for the house was roused, so I ran to the barn and hid, watching the spot where I had dropped Hanuman. After a time I saw someone looking about the ground beneath the window, and saw him pick something up and put it in his pocket. By the light from the window I recognized you, Forrester Sahib, and followed you here to take back that which was mine, and kill you, too, if I could, for you have profaned Hanuman by your touch.”


    “Why, you didn’t think I’d keep the thing, did you?” the Professor asked in amazement.


    The Indian shrugged again. “You are an Englay,” he answered. “Whether the Englay steal from each other I do not know, but that they steal from us I know very well. Also I have heard that you are one of those who despoil even the tombs of the dead in the name of science. How should I know whether you would keep that which you found when you thought no one watched?”


    “Uncle Harvey,” Rosalie interrupted, “this man is a liar. He says he is a follower of Hanuman, but we have seen the sign of Siva on him, and know him for a Dakait—one whose trade and religion is murder and robbery. His talk of recovering the god for his temple is a lie. He would sell it, if he could get it; maybe to the priests of the temple from which it was stolen, but certainly he would sell it.”


    She turned to the pinioned Indian and hurled a torrent of fluent, though none too polite, Hindustani at him. “Dishonorable son of a shameless mother,” she exclaimed, “confess that you came not to return Hanuman to his home, but to steal him for yourself. I know your kind. You are a brother to the weasel and blood-brother to the snake. In the night you creep into the houses of honest men and they die and you possess their goods. Say, is it not for the honor of Kali, goddess of thieves, that you have done this thing?”


    The man stared at her in pop-eyed astonishment. That a fair-haired young lady of the Occident should speak idiomatic Hindustani, even to a liberal use of the intimate insults without which no unfriendly conversation is complete in that tongue, astonished him almost as much as the girl’s deft handling of her kris had done a few minutes before.


    “It is true,” he acknowledged, with a fatalistic writhing of his shoulders. “Of what avail to lie to one who possesses the beauty of the moonflower and the wisdom of the serpent? It is even as you have said.”


    Rosalie preened herself like a satisfied bird. “You do well to call me moonflower, who was known by that name for many years,” she announced.


    “Uncle Harvey,” she resumed her rather shaky English as she addressed the Professor, though she was perfectly aware he spoke Hindustani as well as she did, “I think they will make no mistake when they hang this fellow. He is one dam’ bad egg.”

  


  
    WEDDING KNIFE, by Elaine Viets


    The bride stood at the altar, a vision of white lace and billowing silk skirts. Suddenly, she collapsed at Father McLauren’s feet, the white silk skirts spreading across the floor like spilled cream.


    “Gail!” I said, rushing over to her, but the priest and the groom were already there, trying to revive her.


    “Stand back,” said Father McLauren, with the authority of a man who had had twenty years’ experience with skittish brides. “Give her some air.”


    The wedding party, five bridesmaids and five groomsmen, all stepped back. As maid of honor, I hovered a fraction closer than the others. It was my duty to attend to the bride.


    Slowly, Gail revived, her face as white as her wedding dress, and not nearly as pretty. She sat up. “Where am I?” she said, in a dazed voice.


    “You’re at St. Philomena’s, getting married,” Father McLauren said, smiling gently.


    “Shit!” said the bride, loud enough so the first pews heard her. I could hear her mother gasp. It was Gail’s mother who had pushed for this wedding to Harold Humphrey IV. It was Gail’s mother who was hot for Handsome Harry’s social connections, not to mention his money. Gail went along with it because she was twenty-nine, it was “time to get married,” and if she had to get married it was better to marry a rich man than a poor one.


    And Gail had to get married. She was four months’ gone, and way too Catholic to even consider abortion. That was probably why she’d fainted. She was pregnant, too sick to eat anything but soda crackers and 7-Up, and Gail’s mother had laced her into the dress so tightly she could hardly breathe. But Gail’s mother didn’t want any ugly rumors. She would try to pass off the baby as “premature,” not that anyone but her would care.


    The groom went along with the wedding plans because he was thirty-five and it was time he started producing the fifth Harold Humphrey. He was getting family pressure, the kind that resulted in his allowance being cut off. But nobody, except maybe his bride, expected Handsome Harry to be faithful. The man had a roving eye and a wicked little curl that hung down on his forehead. Men who looked like that were meant to stray.


    The priest gave the bride a sharp look, and I wondered if he was going to tell her it wasn’t too late to call off the wedding. But Gail spoke up quickly. “I’m sorry, Father,” she said. “I shouldn’t have said that in church. I was embarrassed because I’d made a fool of myself by fainting. I should have eaten breakfast. I apologize for my language. I’m ready to get married now.”


    It was the priest who helped Gail up, not the groom. I came forward and straightened Gail’s dress and ten-foot seed pearl train. Her Alençon lace veil slid to one side, so I righted that, too. Through the white lace over her face, I thought I caught the faint tracks of tears, sliding down her hundred-dollar makeup job.


    I would have felt pity for her, but I couldn’t forgive her for what she’d done to me. Gail had made me a laughing stock in this despicable dress. The other bridesmaids were little blonde Barbie dolls. I was tall and dramatically brunette. Put me in a dark dress with long, clean lines and I looked sleek and sophisticated. But this getup was pink—pink, like a frigging prom dress. It had ruffles all over, and to make it worse, it had a tiny white lace jacket that ended under the armpits. The little blonde bridesmaids looked dainty in pink ruffles. I looked like a linebacker in lace. I begged Gail to let me wear a more becoming style—maids of honor often did wear a different dress from the bridesmaids. But two of Harry’s sisters, Junie and Jill, were in the wedding, and they loved the pink ruffled dress. Gail’s younger sisters, Heather and Ashley agreed. The four blonde twits insisted that we all had to wear the same thing to “look right.”


    Nothing would ever make me look right in that outfit.


    “Come on, Vanessa,” Gail said, trying to soothe me in the dress shop. “We went to high school together. You know all bridesmaids’ dresses are hopeless. You can make me wear something horrible when you get married.” She thought it was funny.


    “That will never happen,” I said. “I’m not the marrying kind.”


    I wasn’t, either. I preferred married men. No muss, no fuss, no proposals to spoil the fun. I enjoyed sneaking around, and when I got bored with the affair, I broke it off. The men didn’t dare complain, or try to get me back. They didn’t want their wives finding out.


    So although I felt sorry for Gail, I took a small secret delight in her discomfort. What are friends for?


    The rest of the wedding went off without a hitch. Harry pulled back his bride’s lace veil and kissed her with a show of passion that left the old women in the front pews fanning themselves. I handed Gail her heavy bouquet of white roses and the oddly appropriate baby’s breath, and straightened her seed pearl train again when she turned to face the congregation. Everyone applauded the new Mr. and Mrs. Humphrey.


    Then came countless photos and the videotaping, while the wedding guests loitered outside the church. I hated posing for pictures, and wondered if I could offer the photographer something to ruin the pictures of me in that dress. I’d caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror in the brides’ room at the church, and saw it was worse than I thought.


    At last we ran down the church steps while the guests blew politically correct bubbles (rice hurt the little birdies) and into the waiting white limos.


    The reception was lavish. It was held in the main ballroom of the old Mauldin hotel, a fantasy of white and gold trimmed with ten thousand dollars worth of flowers. My Aunt Marlene had finagled an invitation. Of course, she couldn’t resist a jab at me in the receiving line. “That’s the ugliest bridesmaid dress I’ve ever seen,” she said, “and I’ve seen some in my time.”


    Aunt Marlene was about eighty. Her skin was spotted with warts, moles, and age spots until she looked like a fat speckled hen, with a yellow beak of a nose. The wrinkles under her chin folded up and down like an accordion when she talked. She was wearing her all-purpose navy blue wedding and funeral dress with the rhinestone buttons.


    “Thanks, Aunt Marlene. You always know how to make a girl feel good,” I said.


    “I always tell the truth,” she said, righteously. “I know my duty.”


    “And never shirked it, either,” I said.


    “That’s right,” she said, ignoring the dig. “And what was that Gail doing cursing on the altar? Disrespectful, I call it.” Exciting, I’d call it. I hadn’t seen such malice light up those old dead lizard eyes since Mrs. Dougherty ran off with the Scoutmaster.


    “She fainted,” I said.


    “I’ll bet she’s pregnant,” said Aunt Marlene, and I knew that no matter how tight Gail was laced, Aunt Marlene wouldn’t be fooled when the baby came along.


    Finally, the receiving line was over. The wedding party scattered to grab a drink, put their bouquets down or use the bathroom. Gail looked beat. “I need to sit down for a minute,” she said.


    “Are you OK?” I asked her.


    “Yeah, sure,” she said, managing a weak smile. “Just some last minute jitters up there at the altar.”


    “Can I get you anything? Water? Some food?” The groom should have done this, but he was nowhere to be seen.


    “Shoes,” she said. “These satin heels are killing me. We still have to throw the bouquet and the garter, cut the cake and dance. Would you get me my comfortable shoes? I stashed them in the back storage room, by the band stand.”


    She pointed in that direction, and I trotted over and opened the door. The light was already on. I saw stacks of beer kegs and soda cases, and a shelf with things the bride would need that night—some lipstick and tissues, a brush and hair spray, comfortable shoes, a short dress she could change into later, and the ornamental cake knife. The storage room angled off to the right.


    And there, against a back counter, was the groom, getting his own private reception from Ashley, and it was a warm one. In fact, they were consummating their new position as in-laws. They didn’t notice me. I grabbed Gail’s shoes off the shelf, tiptoed out, shut the door—and ran straight into Aunt Marlene.


    “What got into you? You’re white as a sheet,” she said.


    “Nothing,” I said, shakily.


    “You’re lying,” Aunt Marlene said, and her chins wobbled like Jell-O in an earthquake. Her old eyes narrowed, and the net of wrinkles around them gathered tighter. “He’s in there with his own sister-in-law, isn’t he?”


    “How did you know?” I said. Aunt Marlene didn’t miss much.


    “I saw him sneak in there, and five minutes later, I saw her, looking just as sneaky. I knew they were up to no good. I think Gail saw him, too, and that’s why she sent you in there for her shoes.”


    “I better get these to her,” I said, hoping I could get away, but Aunt Marlene clamped her hand on my arm.


    “I hope this marriage lasts until I’ve paid off their present on my Penney’s charge,” she said, ominously.


    With that, the photographer, who called the shots at all weddings these days, announced it was time to throw the bouquet. Gail had a special “throwing bouquet” made up so she could have the white roses dried and preserved. I handed it to her, then slipped away. I’d made her promise that she wouldn’t throw the bouquet to me or make a spectacle out of me. I liked my single status.


    When I came back, the girlish squealing had stopped and Harry’s sister Jill had caught the bouquet, amid general cheers. “They were fighting over it,” said Aunt Marlene. “A regular scrummage.”


    “Where’s the groom?” said the photographer. “It’s time to throw the garter.”


    “Yes, where is the groom?” said Jill and Heather. Ashley said nothing. She looked flushed and her hair was coming out of its French twist, and I didn’t think it was from the battle over the bouquet.


    Gail glared at her guilty sister. The tension was so thick, you could cut it with a knife.


    “I’ll get him,” said Gail grimly, and it sounded like a threat. She marched straight across to the storage room, flung open the door, and slammed it behind her.


    Soon after that, we heard her screams. The bride came out drenched in bright blood, her silk and Alençon lace dress splashed with red. There were sprays of red across her face and veil, and her eyes were wide with shock. She was holding a long, heavy silver knife in her hand. Blood dripped down it and onto her sleeves. She looked like a creature in a horror movie.


    “The wedding cake knife!” someone screamed, and then I saw the blood-drenched bouquet of ribbons and lily of the valley at the handle.


    “Gracious, that girl stabbed her own husband,” said Aunt Marlene, nearly delirious with delighted malice. She’d never had such a show for the price of a Penney’s jelly dish with a silver-plate spoon. “Not that he didn’t deserve it, philandering at his own reception.”


    “No!” I said. “No, it’s not true. She didn’t do it.”


    But now I heard the screams of the groom’s mother. Her handsome Harry boy was dead, blood all over his starched white pleated shirt and black tuxedo. She couldn’t explain why his cummerbund was in his hand. She thought it must have come loose and he’d retired to the storage room to fix it. I couldn’t bring myself to go into the storage room again, but Aunt Marlene did, and she gave me all the details. She also spread the word that Harry had been in there alone with his own sister-in-law, doing unspeakable things. Which Aunt Marlene was more than happy to speak about.


    The friends of the bride and the groom divided themselves into two camps, as if someone had drawn a line down the middle of the ballroom. There were tears and angry voices on each side. Naturally, Harry’s family blamed the bride, but I maintained she was innocent. She did nothing but cry. Her father, who was a lawyer, told her not to say a word when the police got there.


    We stayed at the reception until after midnight, but there was no dancing or dinner. We were all forced to stay there and talk to the police. I didn’t tell them what I’d seen in the storage room, but that didn’t do Gail any good. Aunt Marlene blabbed to the cops, and the police came back to me and threatened me with obstruction of justice unless I talked. The groom had been carried out in a black body bag hours ago, and I was still there. The weeping bride was handcuffed and carted off to jail, but the cops kept her bloody dress as evidence.


    Her father had enough clout to get her out on bail and enough money to get her the best defense attorney.


    The details of the autopsy were so disgraceful, Aunt Marlene had to whisper them when she told all the neighbors—and me.


    “The autopsy showed the groom had had sex just before his death, and not with the bride. At least, those weren’t her blonde hairs they found on him,” Aunt Marlene said, shivering with glee.


    “Anyone could have left blonde hair on him. He was kissed by a lot of women in the receiving line,” I said.


    “No, they were female hairs from ‘down there,’” Aunt Marlene said, each whisper a stab in Gail’s back. “And they found stains and things. He’d been with another woman at his wedding reception. No wonder Gail stabbed him. There won’t be a woman in this town who blames her.”


    “I don’t care what they found,” I said. “She didn’t do it.”


    “You’re loyal to a fault,” Aunt Marlene said.


    By the time of the trial, Gail was eight-and-a-half months pregnant. Her attorney shrewdly insisted the trial go on. Tests had proved the baby was the groom’s, and she had the sympathy of every woman on the jury—and most of the men, too. The defense had done its homework, and made sure there were several fathers with daughters. They wanted to kill Harry all over again.


    I had to testify to what I saw, thanks to Aunt Marlene’s big mouth.


    The bride swore she was innocent.


    I think if Gail had told the jury she stabbed Harry in a fit of rage, they would have understood and set her free. But she said she didn’t do it, that she walked in there and saw the knife in his chest and heard him trying to breathe. She pulled the knife out and that’s how she got blood all over herself.


    The jury didn’t like that. They didn’t mind that she killed Harry, but they hated that she lied about it. Still, they couldn’t be too mad at the poor girl. They only convicted her of manslaughter, and she got the minimum sentence. Her mother will watch the baby when it is born, although her in-laws have sued for custody. I don’t think they’ll get it, but I do think the kid will get the Humphrey millions in trust.


    And Gail was innocent, even if no one believed her.


    Because if Harry got lucky at the reception, well, so did I. No one saw me go in the storage room the second time. They were too busy watching who caught the bouquet. I went in there to tell Harry exactly what I thought of him.


    I was already unhappy when I caught him in there with that simp Ashley. I didn’t mind sharing him with his wife—as I said, I liked married men. But I hated that he had another lover, when he’d promised I would be the only one. Of course I should have known. Harry had just promised to love, honor and obey Gail, and he’d broken those vows in an hour.


    Anyway, I went back in that storage room and told him what I thought of him. And Harry said, “Can you blame me for cheating on you, Vanessa? You look like a drag queen in that dress.”


    So I picked up the wedding cake knife and stabbed him in the chest. I didn’t mean to do it, but once it happened, I couldn’t undo it. Fortunately, there was very little blood. The knife held it in. I thought he was dead, but I was wrong. Harry was just barely alive when his bride came in. She pulled the knife out, trying to save him. Of course that was what killed him. Everyone but Gail knew you’re supposed to leave the knife in when someone’s stabbed like that. When she pulled it out, Harry’s blood sprayed all over his bride. When Gail walked out of the storage room drenched in red, it looked like she’d killed him.


    None of it would have happened if she’d let me wear a different bridesmaid’s dress.


    Gail only served two years of a four-year sentence. I consider that just. I think any woman who’s ever had to wear an ugly bridesmaid dress would agree.
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    THE MAD DETECTIVE, by John D. Swain


    CHAPTER I


    THE VACATION


    At the top of a little hill, Jed Hooper shut off the engine and brought his crazy flivver to a full stop. He turned in his seat and spoke to the two passengers, buried under a heap of luggage and parcels.


    “Yonder’s the camp,” he said. “The white one, against the clump of cedars.”


    Frank Weston and his wife gazed with tired eyes over a country well worth coming hundreds of miles to behold. Though fairly well settled, as the Maine countryside goes, it seems almost a primeval wilderness, with most of the farmhouses hidden by the green forest, and only here and there in a clearing, a glimpse of distant homes, with an occasional white spire piercing the treetops. A mile away Frenchman’s Bay glowed blue and gold in the afternoon sun, and in the offing Mt. Desert loomed like a huge purple jewel floating lightly on the breast of the Atlantic.


    “Why, there’s smoke coming from our chimney!”


    Jed Hooper looked through his windshield. “Yes, ma’am. My wife reckoned it’d seem homelike to you. She’ll have a pot of tea waiting for you, and mebbe some of her molasses cookies. Thoughtful about such things, Lizzie is.”


    He slipped in the clutch, and the car started, coasting easily down the slope, crossing a noisy little brook, swinging in from the highway over a grass-grown road which brought them through a ragged orchard to the front door of a well-preserved, story-and-a-half frame house badly in need of paint. Half of an old grindstone formed the doorstep, and as the passengers dismounted stiffly, the door opened and a fat, smiling woman wearing a gingham apron beamed on them, and began to help them unload their bundles before the slower-moving Jed had heaved himself out of the car.


    “Land sakes! That a cat you got there in that satchel with a little window in it?”


    Annie Weston laughed. “Yes, Mrs. Hooper. We thought it wouldn’t be homelike without a cat; so we bought one from the animal shop in New York.”


    Lizzie Hooper lifted the satchel and peered curiously at the alarmed creature which was faintly meowing within.


    “Well,” she decided. “It ain’t much to look at! Got no tail, for one thing. Never could abide a tailless cat. They look sort of unfinished. If it was your own, one you’d got attached to, I could understand; but why on earth you should go buy one! Up here, we’re glad to give ’em away. Why, Jed has got to drown four kittens, right now. Pretty little things they be, too.”


    “Oh, how dreadful!” Annie Weston cried. “I never could bear to do it!”


    “Well, if you had about twelve a year, you’d have to, or the country’d be overrun with wild critters. We got four, right now; and whenever the count runs higher ’n that, there’s a drowning has to be tended to.”


    The city couple entered through the wide doorway, and from its little entry passed into a pleasant, low-ceilinged room in whose far end burned a cheery, open fire. The furniture was simple but effective; little, old, low rockers, with gay chintz covers; a mellow cherry table; a horsehair sofa; a great hooked rug on the floor of wide boards, some samplers and dingy steel engravings on the walls. The table was set out with dishes, cups and saucers; and soon the Westons were devouring fresh molasses cookies, dishes of wild strawberries with cream, cups of strong tea, slices of home-baked bread thickly spread with fresh butter.


    After eating, the question of the cat came up. The door was shut, and the animal released, its attention called to a saucer of rich milk. It ignored it and all the inmates with equal impatience and began to circle the room, the fur along its spine raised, whiskers twitching, eager only to find a way out of the room and house.


    “That’s the way with cats in a strange place,” Jed remarked. “They won’t settle down till they’ve learned every nook and hole in the place. You got to butter their paws!”


    “You—what?” Mrs. Weston gasped. “Butter their—”


    “Yes’m. Never fails; you look and see.”


    With some difficulty Jed succeeded in capturing the frightened, bobtailed gray creature, which he held despite its scratching and wriggling, while Lizzie, with the skill of long practice, took a spoonful of butter from the dish on the table, and thoroughly rubbed it into each one of the four paws. This done, Jed set the cat down.


    Instead of running about as before, the cat looked slightly puzzled. It shook first one, then the other of its paws; seated itself, and carefully licked each one clean. The process took some time; and when done, the cat seemed for the first time to notice its saucer of milk. It sniffed daintily at it, found it good, and lapped up the very last drop, as well as another saucerful which Lizzie poured. Thereafter the city cat sat peacefully down beside the fireplace, blinked its eyes, washed its whiskers clean, and began to purr.


    “Well, I’ll be darned!” said Weston. “How come?”


    Jed chuckled. “Seems like the one thing a cat regards above all else, is to clean itself of anything that gits onto it; ’specially its feet. While it was licking off the butter, it forgot it was in a strange place; and the taste of butter made it remember it was hungry. So, having eaten in a place, why, that makes it seem like home. Same as I hope you folks do after eating ma’s molasses cakes and tea!”


    Annie Weston laughed. “We certainly do, don’t we, Frank? You see, this is really our honeymoon! Yes, when we were married all that Frank could spare was just three days. Of course, we went to Atlantic City! And every year since then, we’ve promised ourselves a real honeymoon. And this is it; we’re going to stay two months, and forget business and everything. Going to wear old clothes, and go to bed with the chickens, and rise with the sun. Why, we haven’t even subscribed for a daily paper! We’ve put New York behind us, stock-market reports, theatrical reviews, divorces, crimes and all. It’s quiet we want, and just to be ourselves and get acquainted.”


    Jed and Lizzie both nodded appreciatively.


    “Well, you’ll git all the quiet you want! Nothing ever happens here more exciting than a hen stealing her nest, or a school of mackerel reported out in the bay, or the like of that. We ain’t even had a funeral for more’n a year. Folks live long, up in these parts, even if they don’t live very fast!”


    While Jed showed Weston about the yard, and explained how to start the wooden pump if it got obstinate, and pointed out the ruinous chicken run and the bearing trees of what had once been a fine fruit orchard, his wife took Mrs. Weston all about the house, with which she fell in love at once. It was primitive to a degree the city woman had never dreamed of; no running water in the house, a wooden sink, scrubbed clean, great beds with queer contraptions of tauted ropes for springs, shelves of quaint old china and pewter, everything immaculately clean, and nothing lacking save modern plumbing and lighting. The latter consisted of old kerosene lamps, and tallow candles.


    “It’s plain,” Lizzie admitted. “But it served old Miss Jarvis more’n fifty years. She was born and died right in this house, and her father before her. This chinaware and the furniture was hers. It all belongs to a niece, who lives out to Minnesota. We have the leasing of the house. An artist had it last summer. He spattered paint some; I cleaned it off as well as I could.”


    The Hoopers rattled off in their car, cordially urging their tenants to call on them for any help needed. They could supply milk, butter, eggs, vegetables, salt pork, fresh-killed fowls, advice, and back numbers of a weekly newspaper, the Farmer’s Almanac, and the Rural Agriculturist.


    Alone, for almost the first time in five years, the Westons looked at one another, laughed happily, took hands and executed an improvised dance about their living room, kitchen, and parlor. The cat, already entirely at home, was out in the yard clumsily attempting to catch grasshoppers, an exciting game which had not, in its brief life passed in a bird-and-animal shop, been called to its attention.


    “Are you going to be contented, Frank?” his wife asked a little wistfully.


    “Am I? Why, I’ve left everything in such shape that I don’t even want to see a newspaper; and only half a dozen people have my mail address. That’s our mail box, by the way; that galvanized tin out on the gate post, with the little red tin flag sticking up in it. I’m going to loaf and grow fat, and make love to you!”


    “You may grow thin, on my cooking! It is years since I touched a frying pan; and then I had an electric range, a cookbook, and all sorts of devices to save labor. You’re going to suffer indigestion for a few days, old boy!”


    “Well, I’ll work it off splitting kindling, and digging clams, and tramping through the woods!”


    That evening they ate their first meal alone, with no servant to stand at their elbows, no cook to cater to their whims. And for the first time in long years, both were ravenously hungry. There was a cement-floored, stone-walled little cellar, with only narrow slits for ventilation, and a single door leading from the kitchen; a solid plank of oak, fastened by a hand-wrought iron staple. In the cellar were bins of clean white sand, containing vegetables. There was a keg of cider, and a swing shelf loaded with bottles and jars of jellies, pickles, preserves, relishes, fruits. A big ham swung from an iron hook; underneath stood a keg of salt pork, and a pail of salt mackerel. In the kitchen was flour, sugar, a bread and cake tin, a wood stove and a small oil one. Jed Hooper had caught and cleaned a mess of flounders for them, boiled two fat lobsters, and set a pail of clams by the sink.


    Red, with a new burn on one white arm, but radiantly happy withal, Annie flitted back and forth from kitchen stove to table. They had decided to eat in the kitchen; it was large, extending the entire width of the house, and it had a fireplace, as had nearly every room in the house. They ate until they were more than satisfied, but no indigestion resulted, even though the fried potatoes were scorched, and the coffee was too strong.


    With the setting of the sun, a chill descended; and they were glad to close the door and sit near the fireplace in the living room.


    Romeo the cat, groggy from the amount of grasshoppers he had devoured, dozed at their feet. The wood crackled pleasantly; outside all was still save for the distant hooting of an owl, and once or twice a dry, sharp bark which they supposed to be uttered by a dog, but which was really a young fox out hunting in the moonlight. Then, suddenly and startling, a whip-poor-will began its weird song very near them; stealing to the window, they could just make out its body perched on the old wooden pump.


    The cat, whose experience had been only with birds in cages, pricked up his ears and licked his chops. The song of the night warbler drowned the steady ticking of the wooden clock with its picture of a square-rigger on a very wooden sea.


    “Sounds sort of lonesome, don’t you think?” whispered Annie.


    Frank Weston laughed happily.


    “Sounds good! Haven’t heard one since I was a ten-year-old. Don’t believe I’ve ever thought of one for twenty years. They used to say it is a good sign when one of them comes so near a house. They mostly cling to the deep woods. Guess this one is serenading us, welcoming us home!”


    Tired from their long journey, and the excitement of arrival, they went early to bed. Upstairs, in a half-finished attic, were three small chambers, each with its big bed and old-fashioned bureau and washstand with bowl and pitcher. Fine linen towels, hemstitched by Jed Hooper’s wife, hung on the racks; new cakes of cheap soap were in their china dishes. Annie chose the rear room, which looked out over distant Frenchman’s Bay, now shimmering in moonlight, and separated from them by a heavy growth of cedars. Her husband took the front one which connected with it, the door having been removed from its hinges. The lamps were blown out. Romeo settled himself at the foot of Frank’s bed, and began a faint bedtime song. The whip-poor-will had ceased its welcome; it was intensely still now, outside. Listening closely, Annie could hear from the sea the deep respiration of the making tide as it flung itself against the rocky shore. Her thoughts drifted out on the tides of sleep.


    Suddenly, appallingly loud in the quiet night, there came to her ears the heavy drumming of hard knuckles on wood. Downstairs, the front door vibrated to the sound of a knocking that would not be denied!


    CHAPTER II


    THE WARNING


    There was something ominous in that urgent summons, heard in the night. Already the moon was sinking behind the cedar swamp; looking from his window, Frank Weston could make out only masses of shadow relieved by a pallid glimmer that revealed no details. Directly below him, and standing on the old grindstone by the front door, was a dark figure that looked too large to be a man. Who could have any business with them at such an hour, long after the countryside had retired to slumber, the oil lamps blown out in distant windows?


    His voice, despite his efforts to control it, quavered a little as he leaned out into the cool night air, and called softly: “Yes? Who is it, and what do you want?”


    The man below raised his head to the sound, his face showing as a whitish blur masked in a heavy beard and shaded by an old, floppy, black felt hat.


    “Your name Weston? Just got here from the city, ain’t ye? Well, I’m Jason Hodge—your nearest neighbor down the road a piece. Come down so’s I can talk without hollerin’. Got something important to say, and there’s no telling who may be listenin’.”


    “What is it, Frank? Is anything wrong?”


    The anxious voice of his wife came from the adjoining room as Weston hastily slipped into trousers and shoes, not bothering to put on his stockings nor fasten the laces.


    “Oh, nothing much, I guess,” he answered lightly, though his nerves still jumped a little after being roused so startlingly from profound sleep. “Only a neighbor; says his name is Hodge. Probably wants to borrow something; folks out in the remote country are always running out of matches or flour or something. It’s all right; tell you all about it soon as he’s got what he wants and gone home.”


    He took a pocket torch from the bureau, and snapped on its cold, white beam as he stole down the narrow stairway with its carved mahogany railing, which some misguided tenant had long ago painted white. For just an instant he hesitated at the door, before slipping the heavy iron bolt; then with a smile at his timidity, which he realized came solely from the unfamiliar isolation of one accustomed to living packed in among teeming thousands, he threw open the door. It creaked loudly in the silence; and unconsciously he stepped back a pace, his hand tightening on the metal cylinder of the torch.


    The strange caller blinked as the beam played about his rugged, homely face. “I won’t step in,” he said, his voice pitched cautiously low. “And sorry to wake ye up this time o’ night. But fact is, there’s trouble afoot. I knew you and your wife just got in today; we see ye pass with Jed Hooper. Wanted to warn ye to keep doors and windows locked tight, and it might not be a bad idee to have a gun handy. Have you got one?”


    “I have an automatic,” Weston admitted a little sheepishly. “Thought I might amuse myself shooting at a mark. Had it a long time, and never got a chance to fire it off in the city.”


    The bearded figure nodded. “Mebbe you’ll have a real mark to shoot at. Hope not, and tain’t likely. This neighborhood is very peaceable. Everybody knows everybody else, or at least, we cal’lated we did. But I just got a telephone message; we’ve all of us got telephones, but you. That’s why I came over to warn ye. Didn’t seem right, somehow, with you two city folks sleeping like as not with the door unlocked—which nobody down here ever bothers to lock up nights—”


    Weston shivered a little. The chill night air was penetrating his thin shirt and ruffling his thin hair. “But what is it all about? What did you come to warn us about, if the village is as peaceable as you say?”


    The bewhiskered man coughed. “That’s what I was coming to, mister. As I was saying, I got this telephone message from the sheriff over to Allsworth. That’s the county seat. Something terrible has happened at the Bronsons’, ten miles away on the Cranberry Beach road. A man—don’t know who, because he wore a mask—near killed Mrs. Bronson. This was along about sundown; she only managed to get word through to Allworth half an hour ago. Her husband, Elmer Bronson, was down at the beach, a mile away, floating off that big sloop of his. High tide tonight, and he’s been putting in some new strakes and painting her up. So the Bronson woman was all alone. Well, this stranger, he knocked on her door and asked for a drink of water. Soon as she opened the door and see he was masked, she tried to shut it in his face, but he was too quick for her. Set his foot in the opening and pushed on through. Then seems as if he struck her with something heavy; she was too upset to remember much of anything about it. Next thing she knew, she was trussed up hand and foot, and gagged with an old towel, and laying in her bathtub.


    “The Bronsons had new plumbing put in only last summer. Mighty proud of their bathroom; there’s only two others in Fast Harbor! Well, that devil wasn’t satisfied with knockin’ her senseless, and then going through all her closets and bureaus and stealing what little money and jewelry he could find, but he’d left her helpless in the tub, flat on her back, and turned on the cold water faucet. He’d put in the plug, and when she come to the water had already riz high enough to reach her shoulders. It was only a matter of minutes when it’d reach her mouth and nose and drowned her! Somehow, she herself don’t know how she done it, she managed to work herself loose, just in time, and set up. Then she fainted; and when she came to again, the tub was full and runnin’ over. She says it’s gone through the floor and spoiled the kitchen ceiling,” finished Neighbor Hodge, with an anticlimax of which he was unconscious.


    “Haven’t they any idea who did it?” asked Weston, his teeth chattering a little. “Seems as if she’d recognize something familiar about the assailant. You all must know one another pretty well around here!”


    “She’s sure he don’t belong in these parts,” Hodge said. “And so far he hasn’t been caught up with. Of course, they’re out looking for him. Tomorrow soon as it gits light enough, they’ll try to track him. But anyhow, he’s got clear away. Bronson come home about an hour after his wife got herself free, and he telephoned right to the sheriff in Allsworth, and it was him notified me. And I dressed myself and come right on over to warn ye folks. It ain’t likely he’ll trouble you none; but you never can tell. Crazy, I says. No professional burglar would bother to do such a thing, when the woman was already helpless and he’d got all there was lying loose. Took about eleven dollars, and Mrs. Bronson’s best silver spoons and forks, and a string of gold beads that belonged to her grandmother. That’s all they’ve missed, so far.”


    Jason Hodge turned aside, as if to go. Weston recollected himself, and stepped to one side. “Won’t you come in, and let my wife make you a cup of tea or something? I’m sure we are very grateful to you, and sorry for your trouble!”


    Hodge shook his head. “Nope. Never drink tea late at night, much obliged. And as for the trouble, we folks out in the country always aim to be neighborly. Not like the city, where I’ve heard it said the dwellers in the same tenements live on for years without even having a bowing acquaintance, nor ’tending one another’s funerals! We ain’t like that, down here. Only a few of us, and we try to act human.”


    Weston laughed. “That slam was deserved, I guess, Mr. Hodge! We do get sort of inhuman in the big cities. But that’s partly because families are always coming and going; and in emergencies there are always policemen and doctors to be had at a moment’s notice. But I certainly do thank you, and I’ll sleep with one eye open. If I can help track down the robber tomorrow, call on me! I want to do my share, too.”


    Hodge was already moving down the path toward the gate. He turned and spoke over his shoulder. “Guess it’ll take somebody who can read signs to do that, mister! Somebody that knows the woods. A man could hide out for weeks in these deep cedar swamps. Pretty thinly settled! But we’ll root the varmint out, if he’s anywheres about. And when we ketch him, he’ll be lucky if he ever lives to be tried!”


    A moment later the gate clicked in the darkness, and Weston rebolted his door. He also went over the rooms on the lower floor, closed and locked each window. He had bolted his door through sheer habit; all the windows had been left open, for the fresh air. They were screened against mosquitoes, but otherwise unprotected. He turned and mounted the stairs, to find Annie standing shivering on the top landing.


    “How perfectly awful!” she exclaimed, “I heard all he said. And we supposed that up here we’d get away from all the lawlessness and assaults and murders and things our city papers are full of! I didn’t dream any worse crime was ever heard of up here in this lovely country than the theft of a watermelon, or the bootlegging of a little hard cider by some thrifty farmer! Oh, Frank, I don’t believe I’m going to like it here. Let’s go to some civilized resort, and give up our rental here!”


    Weston put a reassuring arm across her shoulder and gently urged her back to her room.


    “Shucks! Wait till tomorrow, and see how different you feel in the bright sunshine. I don’t believe there are any dangerous people living within twenty miles of us. This was the act of some tramp crazy with hooch, or dope. They’ll catch him; and nothing exciting will happen here again for fifty years more. But isn’t it queer that this should occur the very night we arrived to enjoy the simple life!”


    Contrary to their expectations, both fell asleep within fifteen minutes, nor were they troubled with bad dreams. They were roused only when Romeo, the bobtailed cat, scandalized at the idea of lying abed after the sun was up, perched on Weston’s pillow and patted his face with imperative paws. He opened his eyes, grinned, and called out to Annie that it was a grand morning, and that he could do with a bit of breakfast!


    As Weston had prophesied, his wife felt differently about their new home in the bright morning sunshine. Robins and bluebirds were singing, and selecting home sites. Down on the shore, crows were strutting up and down, their sharp beaks attacking periwinkles and mussels. The island of Mt. Desert stood out so clearly that one could make out automobiles crawling up its steep mountain roads. In the lilac bush at the corner of the kitchen, a peabody bird lighted and uttered its joyous song, which our northern cousins insist is a repetition of the word: “Canada.”


    Annie sang too, as she wrestled with coffee, ham and eggs and toast, all at one time on her stove aflame with seasoned kindling. Frank surveyed his bristly chin in the mirror of his bureau, grinned, and decided not to shave that day. That was one of the petty tyrannies he had come up here to escape! No, and he wouldn’t wear any necktie, either. Just a flannel shirt open at the neck, the new corduroy trousers, and on his feet a pair of easy buckskin shoes. Bareheaded, he would wander about and get the lay of the land after breakfast. He too sang, discordantly, but none the less happily.


    But before breakfast was fairly over, they had a caller, two of them, in fact; one remained outside, at the wheel of the stanch old touring car. The other, a determined-looking man with a square chin and sea-blue eyes, a man in his vigorous fifties and wearing loose blue serge and a slouch hat, knocked at the door. By daylight, there was nothing ominous about this knocking; it didn’t seem nearly as loud as the summons of Jason Hodge in the blackness of night.


    He nodded at Frank as he answered the door, a piece of buttered toast in one hand and toast crumbs sprinkling his flannel shirt.


    “Mr. Weston? From New York? Thought so. I’m Thomas, Joe Thomas from Allsworth—sheriff. Suppose you’ve heard about what happened last night?”


    “Hodge came over to tell me,” Weston said. “He knew we have no telephone. Won’t you come in, Mr. Thomas? We can rustle up a cup of hot coffee—”


    The sheriff interrupted him with a gesture of one hand.


    “Much obliged; but this is my busy day. What time did Jason tell you about what happened at Bronson’s place?”


    “Why—I don’t know exactly; I think I’d just fallen asleep, and we retired about ten o’clock. Couldn’t have been much later than ten thirty.”


    “Then you really don’t know what all could have taken place afterward.”


    “Why, no. We locked up tight, and then went to sleep again; and you’re the first one I’ve seen since I talked with Hodge.”


    The sheriff nodded. “Just so. Well, there was another outrage along toward three o’clock. Same fellow, apparently; anyhow he was masked, and he had plenty of time to walk over to old man Tucker’s cabin. That’s beyond Cranberry Beach a few miles; nearest neighbor is a mile away. Tucker has always had the reputation of being a miser. I don’t know why; I doubt if he’s got ten dollars to his name. But anyhow, this bandit—whoever it was—broke into his shack, woke up the old man and tried to make him tell where his money was hid. Didn’t get nothing out of him. Not even when he tied him up and held lighted matches to the soles of his feet and did other devilish things I haven’t time to go into now. He left along about half past four, as well as Tucker can figure out. The poor old codger is in a bad way. They took him over to Allsworth, to the hospital. He’s hurt, some; but the shock to his nerves is worse, the doctors say. So, you see Hodge’s warning isn’t one to be taken lightly.”


    Weston was genuinely shocked. Coming as he had from a city where atrocious crimes were the familiar headlines of his breakfast paper, he had expected to forget such things in the peaceful country of scattered farms, deep woods, and majestic ocean. They seemed worse, somehow, these brutal assaults, than they had back home. They seemed to desecrate the loveliness of nature; to make the bird songs and the fleecy clouds and warm sunshine a mockery.


    He was seeking to find some expression of his feelings when Thomas spoke again.


    “Just you and your wife here? So I understood. And you got in—when?”


    “Yesterday, about four o’clock. Jed Hooper drove us over from Cherryville Junction in his car. We came up on the Down-Easter through train from New York.”


    “Strangers here, I take it? How’d you come to learn about the place?”


    Weston smiled. “I picked out about the location we desired, on a road map. Then I wrote the postmaster at Cherryville, and he sent me a number of names; Hooper’s was among them. So then I wrote him, and from his description I engaged the Jarvis house.”


    He looked the sheriff steadily and a trifle quizzically in the eyes. “I guess you’re asking me to establish a sort of alibi, Mr. Thomas?”


    The sheriff reddened slightly, then laughed. “There isn’t a chance in the world that you had anything to do with these two affairs, Weston. But one of the things I have to do is check up on every man, woman and grown child who lives hereabout and could by any chance, however remote, have been to the Bronson and Tucker places last night. That’s dry detail; but it has to be attended to, or I’ll get what-for from the district attorney!”


    He turned to go; then paused for a final word.


    “Don’t let this fret you and the missus too much. We’re bound to get that murdering dog. I’ve got men that know every mile of this district like it was their own woodpile. Besides which, the roads will be patrolled. I’m swearing in deputies today. You’ll see some of ’em before sundown. And if you hear or see anything suspicious, no matter how trivial it seems to you, be sure to notify one of my men right off. G’bye!”


    Weston watched until he swung himself into the waiting car, and was driven rapidly down the sandy road towards Hooper’s place.


    “That was the sheriff,” he explained to Annie when he returned to the kitchen for a final cup of coffee. “There was another holdup last night—an old man miles away up the beach somewhere. Nobody was killed or seriously hurt. And before night there’ll be someone on guard along the highway. If they don’t catch the fellow, they’ll at least make it too dangerous for him to attempt anything further around here.”


    Annie tried to believe him; her common sense argued that he was right. But somehow, the warmth seemed to have gone from the sunshine. And the birds seemed to have stopped their song, this was natural enough, as their early chorus was over, and they were busy about their affairs. Only Romeo, the bobtailed cat, seemed oblivions of the dark cloud that had descended over the peaceful little hamlet of Fast Harbor. Promptly after he had lapped up his saucer of warm milk, he wandered forth to investigate the life and habits of the field mouse, as found in his dooryard.


    When Weston would have imitated his cat to the extent of strolling away from the house, Annie entered a terrified protest.


    “Where are you going with that pail, Frank?” she cried. To his reply that he was thinking of going down to the beach which lay just beyond a clump of cedars, to see if he could dig some clams, she objected: “But there’s nearly a peck of clams from those Mr. Hooper left here for us!”


    He hesitated, glancing longingly at the short iron clam hook in his hand, “Well, I thought it would be rather good fun. And they will keep indefinitely, if I leave a little water in the pail and sprinkle some corn meal over them. I read that in a newspaper.”


    Annie’s voice was a little sharp with terror as she answered him. “Yes, and first thing you know, you’ll be reading in a newspaper that Mrs. Frank Weston was found murdered in her summer camp, while her husband was amusing himself on the shore!”


    Half vexed and half amused, he yielded. “If I’ve got to stick around the dooryard all the time, we might as well pull stakes and go to a hotel. One reason for coming up here was to get a lot of exercise and fresh air! If you’re worried, and I don’t wonder, why not put on your old shoes and come along with me?”


    She shook her head, “No; I’ve got my housework to attend to. Beds to make, dinner to get started. Of course we’ll take walks all about the country together; but not right after breakfast. You said there’d be some guards posted nearby, didn’t you?”


    “So the sheriff promised. All right, then. I’ll wait till they show up before I go out of sight of the house.”


    He reluctantly set down his pail and clam hook, and pottered about the rough dooryard, pulling clumps of weeds, removing loose stones from the driveway, working up an appetite by splitting some kindling, although Jed Hooper had prepared a generous supply of fuel in advance of their coming.


    The day dragged monotonously. Weston missed his daily papers and the mail he always looked over before going to his office. He hated to admit it, but he even missed the noise and bustle of the city, the throbbing of industry and pleasure and all that went to make up the ordered confusion of a metropolis. Nobody passed the house; lacking a telephone, he could not call up to inquire what progress, if any, had been made toward capturing the murderous unknown.


    But directly after dinner, which they ate in an abstracted silence, big Jason Hodge appeared. He was leading a miserable-looking cur, whose pedigree would have puzzled a dog fancier. He hailed Weston with rough cordiality.


    “Brought ye a watchdog! He ain’t much to look at, but he sure does make a row if he hears anybody prowling about the house. Thought the missus would feel easier at night with him tied up outside. If you don’t hear Tige yellin’, you can rest easy there’s nobody sneaking up on ye in the dark. Keep him till we’ve caught the miscreant.”


    “Mighty good of you,” Weston thanked him, eyeing the dog dubiously. “Then I take it nothing has been found yet? No clues?”


    “There’s a posse out now beating up the woods and swamps. Soon as I learn anything I’ll come right over and tell you.”


    He looked about, selected a juniper bush whose scrubby boughs formed a shelter close to the ground, dragged the slinking mongrel to it and made fast his rope. “He don’t need no kennel this warm weather,” he explained. “Just feed him twice a day; any scraps left over from the table. Tige ain’t particular. And see that he has plenty of water. Soon as we catch our man, I’ll come over and fetch him home.”


    Weston thanked him as cordially as he was able, the dog circled his tree two or three times, winding himself up in his rope, then sniffed resignedly and laid himself down on the sunny side and went to sleep. Hodge strode with long-legged steps back toward his farm, and life at the old Jarvis place went on as before.


    The westering sun was sending the long, thin shadows of the cedars and spruces across the yard when two strange men heaved in sight from up the road. There was something grim and businesslike about their look, dressed as they were in rough shooting coats, with breeches tucked into their boots, and rifles under their arms. One of them turned in through the gate and approached Weston, who was feeding the guardian dog.


    “Seen any strangers about?” he asked.


    Weston shook his head. “You are all strangers to me; all but the sheriff, Hodge and Hooper. But nobody else has been near us; or at least, I have seen no one. You one of the guards Thomas spoke of?”


    “That’s me. Name of Larkin. I trap, winters, and do a little lobstering summers. Got a string of pots out in the cove now. Thomas told me to take over a mile or two of the road about here. Nights, that means. Don’t allow there’ll be any daylight assaults.”


    “Well, that’s certainly fine! And if you want anything, don’t hesitate to call on us. My wife will be glad to get up in the middle of the night and make you a cup of coffee, or rustle a lunch.”


    Larkin grinned. “I’ve tromped the wilderness too long to pamper myself that way, mister! My own wife sees to it I start out with a full stomach, and I’ve more’n once hit the trail for two days with no more than a handful of crackers and a drink of melted snow. But if you see or hear anything unusual, tip me off, will you? The selectmen have offered a reward for the capture, and I could use it.”


    Twice that night, Weston rose from his bed and peered out into the darkness; and once he made out the shadowy figure of Larkin as he stole cautiously down the road, making no more noise than an Indian, and keeping to the edge of the road where the cedars cast a protecting gloom.


    Neither Frank nor his wife slept well, although greatly eased in their minds by the presence of alert watchers, armed to kill. It was Jason Hodge’s dog which was responsible for their insomnia. Every little while he broke into astonishing howls and ululations, sounds that it did not seem as if his wizened body could give voice to. The animal was uneasy in a strange place, irked by being tied up, and doubtless aware of the passing guards. There was less reassurance in his warning bark than there was annoyance to the would-be sleepers, Both were tired and irritable when they sat down for breakfast next morning; and Annie insisted that the dog be led back to its owner that very day.


    “Every time he wakes me up I jump a foot!” she declared. “I might as well be murdered, as scared to death!”


    Hodge ambled past during the forenoon; and Weston returned the dog with thanks and explanations.


    “He keeps my wife awake with his howling. And now that there are guards posted—man named Larkin has this section to cover—we don’t really need the dog.”


    Hodge nodded understandingly.


    “Guess that’s right. Tige would warn ye if the bandit come near; but he’s bound to make just as much fuss over a passing guard, or a rabbit, or a skunk. He means well, but he talks too much. If he wan’t such a good coon dog, I’d shoot him. He’s spoiled a deal of sleep for me, too!”


    CHAPTER III


    A STRANGER


    Before dusk fell that afternoon, there was plenty of evidence that the countryside was astir. Where hitherto there had been almost complete isolation, the road was now alive with men on foot, in rackety secondhand cars, and on horseback. Here and there an expensive make of automobile drove past, filled with those whom curiosity had drawn from Allsworth, and even as far away as Bangor. There were reporters and camera men among the rest. The sandy highway began to take on the aspects of a thriving town street.


    Weston reflected that almost any one of the men who straggled past, some of them pausing to gape at him as he lounged smoking a pipe in his doorway, might be the murderous bandit who had strangely enough chosen this quiet, law-abiding and by no means wealthy neck of the woods for his assaults and depredations. They were all strangers to him, save the three or four men and one woman he had come to know. But there was comfort in their very numbers; and although toward twilight they thinned out, and finally disappeared save for the solemnly parading sentry, Larkin, Weston and Annie both retired that night without any fears. They were careful to lock everything fast downstairs, and the loaded automatic rested under Frank’s pillow. He wished that he might practice with it a little; but the sound of shots would certainly bring a lot of excited and inquisitive men to their little house. He believed that he had mastered the mechanism, and that he wouldn’t in an emergency forget to slip the safety catch. But there wouldn’t be any emergency; of this he felt sure. With morning, word would probably come that the bandit had been captured.


    Instead of which, morning brought Jed Hooper and his wife, Lizzie, with news of a fresh outrage. The masked man, eluding all the trackers, had broken into an unoccupied summer cottage five miles down the shore, ransacking it. The owner had been notified; until he arrived, it was impossible to say just how much had been stolen. Lacking any human victim, the bandit had sated his bad temper on the furnishings. A costly radio set had been wrecked; rugs and pictures were slashed, glass and china broken.


    “Course, we don’t know for sure that it’s the same man,” Hooper admitted, “but it’s reasonable to s’pose it is. ’Tain’t likely there’s two sech wild men runnin’ loose about Fast Harbor! He’s a loony, says I, and cunning as a weasel, like crazy folk is apt to be. A criminal lunatic. Sheriff Thomas has found some faint footprints at two of the places, and measured ’em; but that don’t amount to nothing till we find some shoes to fit ’em to—and some feet in the shoes! It looks like he hid out in the cottage a night or two. One of the beds has been slept in, and some tinned grub opened, and water boiled on an oil stove.”


    “If you folks are nervous,” Lizzie invited, “you’re more’n welcome to come over and stop with us till they catch him. You’d feel easier where there’s four of us, than just you two, being as you’re strangers here. There’s plenty of room, and folks say they never get up hungry from my table!”


    “That is awfully dear of you, Mrs. Hooper; but truly, Frank and I are not alarmed. He has his revolver ready, and we are careful about our doors and windows. Nobody could get in without making a lot of noise, and Frank will give them a warm welcome! Besides, Larkin is on guard near by; and soon as he heard a shot he’d hurry to us with his rifle.”


    “Well, that’s sensible,” Lizzie Hooper agreed. “But I didn’t know just how you’d feel about it, and wanted you to know we feel sort of responsible for getting you up here, where you expected to have a good rest!”


    The good woman stayed for an hour or so and helped Annie with advice about certain details of cooking; and Frank chatted pleasantly enough with Jed, over a couple of mugs of the smooth cider from the keg in the cellar. There was less passing along the road, today; but quite a number had been identified by Jed during his call, and there were others who were strangers to him.


    “I reckon I know by sight every man within fifteen mile,” he declared. “So there must be some who have come from quite a ways off. Cats ain’t all the critters that are pestered by curiosity! Well, we got into the city papers, anyhow; Portland, and even Boston. Your name’s mentioned, too. ‘Mr. Frank Weston and wife, of Riverside Drive, New York, are summering in Fast Harbor, which is just now the center of an unknown bandit’s activities.’ That’s what it said; I memorized it to tell ye.”


    Weston laughed. “I don’t know as this sort of publicity does any of us much good!”


    Hooper pondered over this. “I’ve heard say that it don’t matter so much what they say about ye, if only they say something!”


    “That has been the motto of some famous characters,” Weston admitted. “Anyhow, the more publicity, the harder it will be for the bandit to escape capture. There must be a hundred men looking for him, right now.”


    “We’re a leetle mite slow getting started,” Jed said. “But the whole county will be on his trail before the week’s out. The reward will fetch him, I know I could use that five hundred easy! And so could a lot of others. Guess likely you’re the only resident that don’t need it.”


    After the Hoopers had left, and with the potatoes boiling for dinner, Annie joined her husband, sitting beside him on the doorstep. There seemed nothing better to do than to watch the passersby. But of these, there seemed only a scattered few. There was nothing to attract them to this particular spot; those who passed were on their way to the Bronson house or old man Tucker’s shack, or the looted cottage. And by noon, the road was as deserted as usual. Larkin wouldn’t come on till dark.


    Suddenly, and without warning, a small gray body hurtled between them, shot out into the yard, and made for a clump of junipers. It was Romeo, his hair erect, whiskers twitching, and spitting as he went. His tail would have been ruffed up had it been anything but the mere stump it was!


    Weston’s pipe had dropped from his surprised lips. Annie screamed a little, then laughed. “Well, what do you know about that! He was asleep by the kitchen stove when I came out. What do you suppose—”


    Her words died away as a slight noise from the rear of the house caught her ear. She rose and turned toward the kitchen.


    “Wait! Let me go first,” Frank cried; and thrusting her aside almost brusquely, he hurried through the living room and into the kitchen. At the door, he paused uncertainly. A man—a stranger—stood in the middle of the floor, regarding him with a faint grin.


    He was a slightly built, pleasant-faced man of about thirty-five, dressed neatly and almost fastidiously in well-fitting clothes, and wearing a pearl-gray felt hat which he removed as he caught sight of Weston’s wife standing at his shoulder. He set down a small traveling bag as he spoke.


    “I knocked, but I fancy you didn’t hear me.”


    His voice was agreeable and low pitched. “And I seem to have scared your cat into a fit! Sorry.”


    “What did you do to Romeo?” Annie asked, her courage returning


    “Not a thing, I assure you! The truth is, cats sort of have it in for me. I rather like them; but they don’t reciprocate. Down at the office they poke a lot of fun at me about it. But let me introduce myself properly.”


    From an inside breast pocket he look a black leather case, and from it removed a business card which he handed to Weston It read: “Sanford Teller, Detective. Representing the Wallis Detective Agency. Boston.”


    “I may also add that I have full credentials in this pocket case, and a real, shiny new badge,” the stranger added. In proof of the latter assertion he unbuttoned the top of his vest and showed on the under side an oval silver shield, bearing the title of detective and a number.


    “Well, I declare!” said Annie. “You don’t look one bit like a detective! Of course, I never saw one before, to know him.”


    Mr. Teller bowed gracefully. “You flatter me, madam! The one man I don’t want to look like is a detective. And so, your words are balm to my spirit.”


    He turned to Weston. “Your name I know. I read of your arrival in a Boston daily; and I already knew more or less of your financial position in New York. Now, Mr. Weston, it is urgent that I have a few words in private with you. Will Mrs. Weston think me too rude, if—”


    Annie colored slightly. “Certainly not! But if you two will use one of the front rooms, I’ll finish getting dinner ready. For after all, this is my domain, Mr. Teller!”


    The urbane sleuth bowed gallantly. “Granted, Mrs. Weston! And I’ll explain to your husband how I came to call at the back door, instead of the front. And he has my permission to tell you as much as he chooses, of what I tell him.”


    He stooped over and picked up his grip, and followed his host to the front of the house, while Annie gingerly stuck a fork into one of the bubbling potatoes, as Lizzie Hooper had told her to do. She wasn’t at all sure whether they were done or not; the fork seemed to go in easily enough. She set them farther back on the stove, and began to cut thin slices from a ham.


    The two men meanwhile had seated themselves in the parlor, a room the Westons had not had any occasion to use so far. To Weston’s suggestion that they sit on the doorstep, the detective objected. Not only that, but he carefully closed the door, and took pains to sit far back in the room, out of range of the window.


    “All this seems very mysterious, and stagy,” he said. “But it is dictated by strict common sense. I am afraid your well-earned privacy is about to be invaded, sir! Almost overnight your little village has become unhappily notorious. And that is why I am here.”


    He leaned forward, his quiet voice pitched still lower.


    “I have been lurking in the cedar grove behind your house for half an hour,” he confessed. “When I was as certain as I could be that the coast was clear, I hustled across the backyard; and when you didn’t answer my knock, I didn’t waste a moment. It may have been impolite, but I simply came right on in!”


    Once more he took out his pocket case, glanced over a number of papers, selected one. “Here is a copy, on our official paper, of a letter received by Mr. Wallis—my employer—from the assistant district attorney, Mr. Frothingham. You will note that he requests that an agent be sent as soon as possible from Boston. The truth is, Mr. Weston, that the district attorney knows as well as I do—and as you probably do—that this case is a little out of the ordinary experience of country constables! While Thomas, the sheriff, is a good man as far as he goes, shrewd and energetic, he has never handled anything more intricate than chasing down an illicit still, or helping the fish warden stop the destruction of short lobsters, or lock up the village cut-up occasionally. Something a little more up-to-date than the hick constable is needed right now, and that is why I am here. Got in this morning, early, and have kept out of sight.


    “My experience has been almost entirely with bank men and loft workers in the cities; and the only reason for sending me up here is that I was pretty familiar with the country, because as a boy my father used to rent a summer place at Bar Harbor year after year. I’ve hunted and fished for miles up and down the coast.”


    “But just why have you called on me?” Weston asked. “I’m probably the one man within twenty miles who is least fitted to give you the slightest information or advice! We have only just moved in, and were never here before.”


    Teller smiled, fished in his pockets again, and this time took out a handsome pigskin cigar case. He offered it to Weston, who accepted a panatela. Teller held the match, lighted one himself. When it was drawing, he spoke again.


    “You’ve answered your own question! The one thing I don’t want is advice, or alleged information! And I’d be swamped with it if I were to approach anybody else. They’re great gossips in these parts; and just now, everybody is bursting with theories and rumors. It is vital for my success, that my presence be not so much as suspected. At my suggestion, Mr. Wallis wrote the district attorney not to notify Sheriff Thomas, or any one else, that our agency is interested in the case. We work alone, sir, and in the dark. And now I come to the gist of the matter. The truth is, and much as I regret to do so, I am obliged to make an awkward request, the decision on which must, of course, rest with you and Mrs. Weston. If I am to work in secret, my presence unsuspected by the local police, and my work unhampered, where am I going to stay? And here is where you come in, if you will!”


    Weston looked startled. “You mean, you want to stay here? To eat and sleep in this house?”


    Teller nodded and blew a beautiful smoke ring.


    “Sounds nervy, doesn’t it? Of course I needn’t say that you may send the Wallis Agency a bill in full, and you don’t need to be too modest about the amount, either! This county is paying all the expenses. But I also realize that is isn’t a question of money, but the interruption of what was intended to be a restful, quiet vacation. Well, as to that, let me remind you that this rest and quiet has already been somewhat upset by the events of the past two nights. And furthermore, I shall be here only by day. I must got some sleep and have a place in which to hide out, and make my reports to Wallis. As soon as it is dark, I shall be off on my investigations. I am as good as a cat for seeing in the dark! Maybe that is one reason why cats dislike me. We are rival night prowlers, in the estimation of puss! But joking aside, I should sleep forenoons, require only the plainest of food, and not much of that; work at my reports and the assembling of any clues I may dig up through the afternoon, and be off and away as soon as night falls.


    “Forget me; think only of your duty as a citizen. This law-abiding little community is terrorized by a nameless peril. The chances are ten to one against its solution by the local constabulary. The chances are about that in my favor; I have a pretty good record for getting my men! But in order to work unhampered, I must have a hangout. All I need is a shake down and a blanket; I’m used to roughing it. That, and some food.”


    Weston pondered for some moments, his brow furrowed. Then it cleared, and he spoke up. “Of course, Teller, I can’t decide a thing like this without speaking to my wife!”


    “By all means! I wouldn’t stay here for a moment unless she sanctioned it. Be perfectly frank with her. I trust you both.”


    Frank went back to the kitchen, where the ham was already sizzling, and a bowl of fresh eggs stood ready to be dropped into the hot fat. Briefly he told Annie the situation as Teller had outlined it. Rather to his relief, she insisted that the detective must be sheltered.


    “Aside from it being our plain duty,” she said as she turned a slice of ham without spattering too much hot grease, “think what a protection he will be! You can have your walks, and dig clams, and fish or anything, because he will be here all day. Then at night, you will be home. I’ll have a big, strong man at hand to protect me twenty-four hours a day! And now, ask him to have dinner with us. It will be ready in a jiffy.”


    It was a jolly meal, even though Romeo sulked and would not come inside for his food, which had to be set outside the door for him. To both Weston and his wife, it was quite an experience to talk familiarly with a real detective. They had read many mystery stories, but never before had they seen a detective; they might have, of course, but at least they had not recognized him as one. And the Wallis Agency was internationally known. It never handled any dirty cases; and it frequently cooperated with the police of many cities, and even of countries abroad. Wallis, the founder, had at one time been a Boston police chief.


    Teller laughingly refused to discuss the present case.


    “I only just arrived, and I don’t allow myself to do any theorizing until I’ve looked over the ground. But I promise you this: you are my partners now, and whatever I learn, I’ll disclose to you. We will work the case over together. It happens more often than you think, that an outsider, one with no connection whatever with the forces of law and order, furnishes us professionals with a priceless suggestion! You are a sound business man, sir, and I grant Mrs. Weston a full share of woman’s intuition!”


    Teller slept for quite a while after dinner. His long night journey, taken at such short notice that he had been unable to obtain a sleeping berth, had tired him. Toward dusk, he awakened, and had supper with them; but he seemed preoccupied with the hour drawing near when he must set forth on the hunt for clews.


    Annie had fixed up a comfortable cot for him on the sofa in the parlor; at his request, the blinds were drawn, all the windows closed. He placed his grip in a little cupboard, and carefully removed all traces of his presence.


    “Not a word to the sheriff, if he calls, nor to anyone else!” he warned, “You won’t have to lie, for nobody suspects my presence, and nobody but the district attorney knows that we are in on the case at all. I have made arrangements to communicate with him, and to forward my reports to Boston.”


    Shortly after darkness had fallen, Sanford Teller, with the furtiveness that delighted Annie as the proper attitude of a sleuth, crept from the house by the kitchen door, and after peering up and down for some moments, darted across the strip of rough ground and was lost to sight in the cedar grove.


    “It isn’t the simple life we expected, but isn’t it just too thrilling?” Annie chattered as they climbed the narrow stairway to their chambers. “Like one of these mystery plays, only lots more real!”


    CHAPTER IV


    GOLD BEADS


    Annie was awakened by a sunbeam which found its way in through a chink in the blinds and struck her full in the eye. Her first thought was of their strange guest.


    “Good gracious! And he wanted to get into the house unseen. We never thought to leave the kitchen door unlocked, nor to give him the key!”


    She hastily threw on a loose robe, and pattered into the front room where her husband still slept. She shook his shoulder impatiently, and as his eyes opened lazily, she cried: “Oh, Frank! That poor Mr. Teller must be hiding out in the cedar grove, waiting for us to let him in!”


    But the resourceful Teller was doing nothing of the sort. When Weston had hastily donned some clothes and slipped downstairs, he heard through the parlor door the deep respirations of a sleeping man; and, cautiously peering within, he beheld the detective reposing on his couch, the blanket drawn up to his eyebrows. Leaving him in peace, Weston passed on to the kitchen and tried the door. It was locked; as were all the windows. Returning to the upper floor, he told Annie what he had found.


    Both now dressed fully, and Annie set the coffeepot on and got out the eggs and began to toast bread. Weston meanwhile knocked at the parlor door. And at the first tap of his knuckles, Sanford Teller sat abruptly up in his bed, his eyes wide awake and alert. Weston grinned.


    “We were afraid we’d locked you out, and overslept! How on earth did you manage to get in?”


    Teller laughed cheerily, and rose in a pair of sky-blue pajamas, stretching his arms luxuriously. “Getting into locked houses is the easiest part of my profession, Weston! Truth is, we have a lot of tricks in common with crooks. I forgot to speak about leaving the kitchen key where I could find it when I returned about half past three; but that didn’t matter. I judge that I didn’t disturb you or Mrs. Weston when I came in and very quietly went to bed?”


    “No, but you disturbed her when she awoke and remembered that you wanted to come back here in the dark, before any one passing by could see you! You hurry up and get washed and dressed; breakfast is ’most ready. And while we’re eating it you can tell her how you managed to get in.”


    Teller grinned. “I don’t know about that! It don’t do to tell too much. Got to hold some things back, or there won’t be anything mysterious about me. And that would be fatal to the reputation of a detective, you know!”


    But under the mellow influence of hot coffee and fresh-boiled eggs and buttered toast that wasn’t burned the least little bit, he yielded, and showed them a long, slim skeleton key, one of a bunch he kept on a ring.


    “There are probably some doors and drawers in this county that this collection wouldn’t open,” he admitted. “But I doubt if there are any in Fast Harbor! Better watch out for your spoons and jewelry, Mrs. Weston!”


    “The spoons go with the house, and are guaranteed to be silver plated,” Annie assured him. “And as for jewelry, you’ll have to go to New York and pick the lock in my safety-deposit box to get that. Unless my wedding ring tempts you.’’


    Teller bowed gallantly. “Only to the extent of wishing it might have been given to you by me, madam!”


    “Why, how perfectly sweet of you! Frank never says such nice things to me.”


    “No, but Frank bought the wedding ring!” her husband reminded her.


    It was a cheerful meal and, after it was finished, Teller insisted that it had waked him up so thoroughly that he didn’t feel inclined to finish his nap, which he would postpone until later in the day.


    When the dishes were done, they gathered about the table in the parlor, careful to keep the windows shut. Weston himself sat where, through a crack in the blinds, he could observe any one approaching the house.


    “Of course, I haven’t anything to report as yet,” Teller stated. “I devoted last night to looking over the sites where the crimes took place. And let me tell you, the woods were swarming with amateur detectives! Everybody but the bedridden—that is, every man—in this neck of the woods is out for that five hundred dollars’ reward! Some carry lanterns, a few have pocket torches, and one or two of the local constables go without any lights at all; they are the only ones that worried me. They really do know a lot about tracking; they don’t make much noise as they move about, and most of them can shoot fast and straight. But I managed to get what I wanted without being seen or heard; although once or twice I almost brushed elbows with some silent patrol.”


    He spread out on the table a large road map of the country. Taking from his vest pocket a soft red pencil, he began to mark certain crosses and arrows and lines upon the map.


    “Here, you will note, is the location of the Bronson place; and this, a few miles beyond Cranberry Beach, is old Tucker’s cabin. Here is the cottage that was broken into; nobody living there, you remember. It was while scouting about it that I had my narrowest escape. Cautious as I was, some guard must have caught a glimpse of me; anyhow, first thing I knew a gunshot raised the hair on my head! Buckshot, the fellow was using; it pattered onto the cottage wall not a foot above my head. I was scared stiff, but not hurt. Dropped flat, and crawled off to a great lilac bush, and from there gained the road. I never saw the man who shot at me, but could hear him thrashing about hunting for me.”


    Annie drew her breath sharply. “But you run terrible risks! Wouldn’t it be better to let the sheriff know who you are, rather than be killed through an error?”


    The little man shook his head vigorously. “That’s a risk I’ve got to take. It’s all in the day’s work, or rather, the night’s work! Once I am known, my usefulness ends. Everybody will be tagging me about, and the criminal will know I am coming a mile before I’m in sight, Might as well hire a brass band to accompany me! No, my only chance of capturing lies in my remaining incognito. But, look!”


    He pointed to the map. “By setting down every single site connected with the crimes, we get the first necessary layout of the field of battle. This map, revised from day to day, shows the precise range of the bandit’s activities. This is the sort of thing the postal agents work out when there is an epidemic of stolen mail. Every time a loss is reported, a mark is made on the map; and in time, by an intricate system of geometrical cross-lines, we manage to locate the headquarters of the gang. That is something I hope to do with this lone ruffian, if he remains undetected long enough to commit a series of crimes.”


    He refolded the map, and pocketed it.


    “And that is absolutely all I have to tell you,” he said. “Can’t expect definite results the first night! This sort of chase is likely to prove a long, stern one. But I don’t mind telling you this purely theoretical notion of mine: when found, the bandit will prove to me a man known to a good many residents hereabouts. You see, it is always hard for us to believe that anybody we have known well and for a long time, is an actual criminal. We may detest him, admit that he is mean, selfish, unpopular, a tax evader, even a chicken thief, but a murderer? No! Because the very instinct of self-preservation keeps us from admitting that we could possibly live within sight of the home of a murderer!”


    “You mean,” Weston asked, “that this bandit actually lives within sight of where we are?”


    “Not quite that; but I do feel that the perfectly natural instinct of attributing any atrocious crime to a stranger, somebody from far away, is not to be trusted too far. Without hampering myself by any preconceived ideas, I shall, among other things, scrutinize our neighbors pretty closely. Who had the best opportunity to terrorize the Bronson woman, and old Tucker? Who knew that the summer cottage down the shore was unoccupied? Who knows the wilderness about here well enough to so far evade trained guides? Who is able to hide out and obtain food without being detected? Certainly, no stranger, who would be lost within half an hour of the time he entered the great cedar swamp! And more certainly yet, no city-bred man. No, I shall make it one of my first duties to look over the local peasantry! Some queer characters live in lonesome little hamlets like this. The very isolation preys on their minds; they become abnormal. And everything indicates that the man I am after is not normal; he is the victim of some overwhelming homicidal mania. I hope I am wrong; but I never allow sentiment to interfere with my professional duty.”


    Nothing of further interest occurred that day, save a brief visit from Sheriff Joe Thomas, who alighted from his car and came to the door for a brief word. He looked worn and drawn, and as if he had sacrificed a lot of sleep.


    “Heard or seen anything, Mr. Weston? No? Well, I don’t expect you will. Did you happen to hear a gunshot last night? Doubt if it would carry this far; wind was in wrong direction. One of my men thought he saw something moving about the Barnard cottage; the one that was broken into. He was taking no chances, so he let a charge of double-b’s at it. Heard nothing, and didn’t see anything more. But this morning I found some broken twigs and the faintest impression of foot tracks around the cottage. Ground is hard there, and I couldn’t get any impressions. Reckon it might have been some curiosity seeker. Don’t think the bandit would be fool enough to return, especially since he had time enough to take anything he wanted the first trip. Must be on my way, now. Sorry your vacation is being knocked galley west this way!”


    Sanford Teller had listened to the sheriff with quiet amusement. When he had gone, he emerged from the parlor and spoke.


    “Your sheriff would be surprised to learn that the man his deputy tried to pot, is about to sit down to dinner with you and your wife, wouldn’t he?”


    “He’d be more than surprised,” Weston mumbled. “He’d certainly give me a fine bawling-out for not telling him!”


    “You’ll never be really popular with Thomas,” Teller decided. “When I nail my man—if I do—the sheriff will be sore as a pup to think that it was done over his head. But such are the dark and devious ways of the Wallis Agency!”


    There followed two highly exciting days for the Westons and indeed for the entire countryside. On two successive nights, fresh outrages occurred. Fortunately, there were no deaths; but this was not owing to any clemency on the part of the marauder. In one case, the chance arrival of a visitor interrupted him as he was tying up a crippled fisherman and his wife, after laying the former low with a stout chair swung about his head; in the other instance, he waylaid a motorist who had got lost, and run out of gas in an abandoned wood road. This man, who was young and vigorous though unarmed, did not suspect the friendly-appearing stranger who appeared afoot, and paused to inquire if he could be of assistance. However, the stranger without warning struck him a terrible blow on the head with a stout cudgel he was using as a walking stick. Dazed, and unable to put up a fight, the man’s pockets were rifled, and when some time toward dawn one of the sheriff’s men found him, these were all the details he was able to give. Yes, the man wore a handkerchief about his neck, but it was not used as a mask. And the sudden blow, which had just failed to cause a fracture of the skull, left him in too confused a state to give any clear description of his assailant.


    Both of these incidents were recounted to Weston by Jason Hodge, who got them by telephone. Weston detailed them to the keenly interested Teller, who marked them with red crosses on his gradually developing map. Meanwhile, the detective himself had at last something of his own to relate.


    Despite the fact that he could let himself in with his skeleton key, and did so noiselessly, promptly going to bed until breakfast time, neither Weston nor his wife was able to sleep well toward dawn. They were on the alert to hear some slight sound indicating the return of the little sleuth. There was something uncanny in lying upstairs wrapped in profound slumber, while this man entered their supposedly impregnable house, and went to bed, without making any noise about it, There was, too, the constant fear lest he be shot by one of the deputies during his nocturnal prowlings. Were this to happen, it would be Weston’s unpleasant duty to explain to the authorities who he was, and that he had been harbored by them. Not to speak of Weston’s liking for the pleasant, cheery little investigator, he foresaw himself as the center of most unpleasant inquiry and criticism.


    But Sanford Teller seemed to bear a charmed life. He passed unscathed through a country thickly dotted with keen men, some of whom were professional guides, and all of whom had abnormally good eyes and ears. And despite his handicap of working alone, and in the night, he was making progress, He had, so he explained to the Westons, accumulated a number of finger prints in and about the various scenes of the outrages. He had found a crimson-stained handkerchief, with an initial, a mile from the Bronson place, and although this so far only indicated to him the route taken by the bandit, he had hopes of gaining more information from it. And most sensational of all, on the evening of the fourth day, just after supper and while he was waiting for darkness to mask his operations, he showed them something that sent the cold shivers up Annie’s spine, and even caused the little hairs to stir on the scalp of the more phlegmatic Frank,


    “This is graveyard stuff,” whispered Teller when they had huddled about his parlor table. “I am really violating my obligations to Wallis in making this find public at all! Of course, I have written it all out fully in my daily report, which I shall mail as usual tonight. But I promised you that, in return for your kindness and hospitality, I would be frank with you; that we should, in a way, work together. So, once more let me warn you how terribly important it is that not a word of this shall get out.”


    He dove into an inside pocket, and threw upon the table top something that glittered dully in the faint light that crept in through the shuttered windows. Annie touched it gingerly, picked it up and held it to the light. It was a tarnished string of gold beads.


    “Why, this is very old!” she cried. “See the size of the beads, and how thin they are worn!”


    Teller spoke softly. “It was a string of gold beads, belonging to her grandmother, that was among the things stolen from Mrs. Bronson, wasn’t it?”


    Weston’s voice was sharp and nervous as he asked: “Where did these come from, Teller? Where did you find them?”


    Teller smiled bleakly. “These beads were concealed very cunningly in the false drawer of an old writing desk in friend Hodge’s house. I took the liberty of entering it last night, while he and his wife were asleep. Little habit of mine, you know, to come and go unannounced!”


    Annie gasped. “Why—but—you don’t suspect—”


    Teller raised a deprecating hand. “Let us not deal with suspicions, Mrs. Weston, but with facts. That is where the beads were. In good time, I expect to have them identified and to show why they were hidden in Hodge’s writing desk. Meanwhile, forget that I showed them to you. All I can say now is, the trail grows warmer!”


    CHAPTER V


    IN THE CELLAR


    On the morning following, Frank Weston started out on a longer hike than he had as yet undertaken. Ever since Teller had quartered himself at the old Jarvis place, he had been free to wander about and enjoy himself digging clams, or fishing for cunners, swimming in the bracing Atlantic, or simply taking a brisk walk. Annie no longer felt nervous, if his absences were not prolonged. She felt a little natural apprehension lest he meet up with the desperado in some lonesome spot; but so far he had committed all his outrages in the blackness of night.


    On his tramps, Weston always carried his automatic; and when down on the beach, he had practiced with it, shooting at bits of driftwood. Teller also had a gun which he carried loose in the side pocket of his coat. There was no part of the twenty-four hours when Annie was not, as she and Weston both felt, adequately protected.


    On this bright morning, Frank purposed to pay a visit to the looted cottage. This was several miles down the shore; and owing to the fact that the shore line was not straight, but wound in and out and was broken by many little estuaries, it took him some three hours to arrive.


    There wasn’t much to see; a caretaker had been installed, the place had been cleaned up, and a list of the things stolen proved to be not very serious. Nothing of much value save the radio outfit and some good rugs and pictures had been left in the cottage over the winter. The caretaker welcomed him, the time dragging somewhat in this remote place; and he went over the house, but found little to interest him. So, after giving the man a handful of cigars, and thanking him, he started back for home, this time taking to the highway in order to save time and arrive for dinner.


    He had proceeded less than half a mile when a swiftly driven touring car passed him. Directly after, it slowed down, and the man who was not driving turned and waved a hand at him.


    Sheriff Thomas sat in the tonneau; Frank noticed that his face was grim and unshaven. He opened the door, beckoned. “Can I give you a lift? You’re a long way from home!”


    “Took a notion to run down and look over the Barnard cottage,” Weston explained. “I like to get all the exercise I can these fine days.”


    Thomas nodded gloomily. “I have some serious news which you probably haven’t heard,” he said as the driver started on again.


    “Another assault?”


    “Murder, this time. Just found the body early this morning. It was taken over to Allsworth about an hour ago.”


    Weston paled. “Who was it? The victim, I mean?”


    Thomas nervously rolled the unlighted cigar between his lips. “Man named Teller. Sanford Teller, a Wallis operative.”


    Weston’s mouth opened soundlessly. It was a full moment before he could collect himself enough to speak. When he did so, his voice sounded harsh and dry like a gear that needed oiling. “H-how did you know who it was? Did you find identifying papers on him?”


    Thomas turned in his seat, and looked at his passenger in surprise. “Why, no. As a matter of fact, his pockets had been turned inside out. There was nothing identifying on him; I knew who it was because Teller was sent up here to help run down the wild man! Matter of fact, outside of the district attorney and his assistant and myself, nobody knew he was up here at all. I hadn’t even told my deputy. He was working along his own lines.”


    “And you say this—Teller was killed this morning?”


    “I did not say so. I said his body was found this morning. The medical examiner stated that he had been dead not less than twenty-four hours.”


    A darkness seemed to have closed in about Weston. In it his mind groped uncertainly. Not yet could he reason clearly; the nameless terror that stole upon him was still undefined, without logic. When he spoke again, his voice was hardly more than a whisper so that the sheriff had to lean toward him to catch what he said.


    “Sanford Teller—the Wallis operative—he has been staying in my house four days; and—”


    The unlighted cigar dropped from Thomas’ lips. “What’s that?” he cried sharply. “What are you saying?”


    Weston roused himself with an effort, as a drugged man forces himself back to the realities of life. “He said that nobody was to know he had been called in, only the district attorney who sent for him. I was above all not to mention his presence to you. And he had papers, a card and a shield—but this other, the man you knew as Teller, have you really any clue as to who killed—”


    Sheriff Thomas took from a pocket a small card bearing the photograph of a man in three sections, a full front, and two profiles. Below were a few lines of coarse print which danced before Weston’s groggy eyes. But the face that he gazed upon was that of the man who had been his guest for the past few days, the man who was even now in the same house with Annie, miles away—


    He covered his face with his trembling hands, and called upon God to have mercy upon him, to permit him to arrive in time!


    “Can’t your man drive faster?” he gasped. “My wife—alone there with—”


    The sheriff interrupted him harshly. “With the man whose rogue’s gallery photograph I just showed you? And you took him in, and hid him, and never told me—”


    “But I just said that he explained that it was imperative that his presence remain a secret! That you—the local police—”


    “That we were a lot of hick cops, I suppose,” put in Thomas. “That we would fall down on the case, and if we knew he was here would crab his game! Was that it? I thought so! Well, Weston, let me tell you something. While you have been sheltering a dangerous maniac, the hick cops went quietly ahead, got fingerprints, sent them on to Boston, and just got this man’s full record. A lifer from the Bedford Asylum for the criminally insane; escaped a month ago; lived only a few miles away from Fast Harbor as a lad, but not under the name he has used since. True, we haven’t got him yet; but he can’t elude us much longer. No wonder he fooled us, with you sheltering him every night!”


    “Days,” murmured the stricken Weston. “He never went out till after dark. And he told us what progress he was making. Only this morning showed us a necklace of gold beads—”


    “Which he himself stole from the Bronson woman! Just as he stole Teller’s credentials after murdering him and concealing his body in the swamp where only by the barest chance it would ever have been found!”


    “Don’t rub it in, now!” begged Weston. “Just hurry! If only God will let me find Annie alive—”


    The harsh lines faded a little from Thomas’ face. He shook the other’s arm with rough kindliness. “Pull yourself together, man! He’s far too cunning to touch her. Why, you’re the best bet he has! Safe and snug at your place, he can sneak out nights and rob and assault and murder to his heart’s content. And we are already driving twice as fast as it’s safe to do.”


    After a moment he added: “I must say, though, that you haven’t shown that sound judgment I gave you credit for! I’m a countryman, and there’s a lot about crooks that I don’t know. But after all, I’m sheriff of this county, and in full charge. Wallis wouldn’t dream of sending an operative up here without having him report to me. The fact that he didn’t report either to me or to headquarters yesterday, worried me; and my men have been looking for Teller as much as they have for Schmidt. That’s what your man calls himself when he is among friends.”


    Weston had no heart for a reply. What a cursed fool he had been! To swallow the story of a lunatic, and to aid and abet him at the very time he was carrying on his reign of terror! That story about finding the gold beads in Jason Hodge’s house; why, anybody with the slightest ability to estimate character would know that Jason was the salt of the earth! While Teller—Schmidt—he was too smooth, too plausible. At that, he seemed more the type who went in for phony stock promotions than for red-handed murder! Probably these spells came on him from time to time; perhaps between his outbreaks he was perfectly normal; didn’t even recall them! But Frank was in a state of frenzy meantime; for, suppose one of the attacks of homicidal mania would seize him this very day? Alone there, with Annie!


    An exclamation from the sheriff caused him to open anguished eyes, to look up. Thomas was pointing far up the road, where a slim woman’s figure could be made out, running stumblingly toward them, waving her hands.


    “There she is! That’s Annie now!” shouted Weston, and would have leaped from the fast-moving car had the sheriff not clamped an iron hand about his biceps.


    “Think you can outrun us? Get a grip on yourself! We’ll be up with her in thirty seconds!”


    The brakes were applied, and with a screech and a smell of hot rubber, they came to a stop beside the panting woman. She was bareheaded, breathless; but despite the look of terror in her eyes, she was unhurt.


    “Where is he? Did he get away?” demanded Thomas, the instinct of the man-hunter uppermost.


    “N-no! He’s locked up—” Annie had time for nothing more before Frank leaped to the roadside and crushed her in his arms, sobbing like a child.


    Almost indignantly she pushed him away. “Frank! Behave yourself! This isn’t a petting party, and I’m all right! Let me answer Mr. Thomas!”


    It was the big sheriff who pried her loose, lifted her into the tonneau, and almost before Weston had seated himself again, the car jumped forward.


    “Now, Mrs. Weston! I begin to have hopes that you have more of a headpiece than your husband. You say Schmidt is locked up? In your house?”


    She turned a troubled face to him. “Schmidt?” she repeated. “Is that his name? Well, it doesn’t matter. I just knew that he wasn’t a detective, and so I locked him up.”


    “Yes, but how? He’s gone by this time, that’s a safe bet. But we’re right on his trail now, and I swear we’ll have the twisters on him before another day.”


    Mrs. Weston smoothed her rumpled hair, “I don’t know just what it was that made me suspicious of him! I guess it was the cat, at first. Cats are psychic; everybody knows that! They sense things that we don’t. And Romeo never could endure him! Wouldn’t set foot—paw I mean—into the house while he was there, I had always to put its saucer of milk outside—”


    The sheriff interrupted. “Never mind the cat, Mrs. Weston. We’ll see that it gets a medal, later on. Please proceed!”


    “Well, he wasn’t one bit like what a real detective ought to be! Oh, I never met one, of course, but I’ve read heaps of detective and mystery stories in magazines! And this Sanford Teller, as he called himself, didn’t have one single trait like them! He didn’t wear a thick, glossy black mustache, or chew a big black cigar, nor stamp around in thick-soled, square-toed boots, nor anything. And no detective would talk so freely about his clues as this man did. Of course, I didn’t really suspect him at first; if I had, I should have told Frank. It was only that these things were sort of mulling in my mind. And this morning, with Frank going for such a long walk, I got to thinking of everything while I was washing the dishes; and suddenly, I saw that everything he had told us would fit the bandit just as well as it did him! Yes, even better. That gold chain; the bandit would have it, and he might show it and pretend that he found it in Mr. Hodge’s writing desk, just to throw us off the track. Besides, I had been in the Hodge house, and they haven’t got any old writing desk! And so it was with everything else that he called a clue; if he was the bandit, he’d have all these things on him; and as for the papers and things that seemed to prove he was a detective, why he might easily have forged them!”


    Annie paused to draw breath. The car swerved to the right, and onto the road which, a mile ahead, passed the old Jarvis place. Thomas glanced at Weston. “Looks to me,” he said, “as if the little woman was the thinking partner in your concern!”


    Weston had the grace to blush, but made no answer save to squeeze his wife’s hand.


    “Well, it was just when I was beginning to work myself up into a real panic, that I heard a little noise behind me; and turning, there stood Teller—or whatever his name is—in the doorway! I thought he was sound asleep in the parlor, but there he stood, in his shirt sleeves, and with the queerest, the most awful look in his eyes as he stared at me! Oh! If I could have moved, I’d have run out of the house; but it seemed as if my legs had petrified, I just stood there and stared back. And then—I don’t know how ever I managed it—I smiled at him, as naturally as I could, and said: ‘Oh, Mr. Teller! My hands are all soapsuds; and would you mind just going down cellar and bringing up that ham that hangs from an iron hook? I want to parboil it for dinner!’


    “Well, for a full minute—and it seemed years and years—he just stood there, staring at me; but little by little that strange light in his eyes died out, and he spoke as politely as could be. You know, Frank, he always was the politest thing? So unlike you, that it was suspicious in itself! And then he turned and went down the cellar stairs, and the minute I heard his feet on the cement floor, I rushed across the room and slammed the door and bolted it! And then I ran into his room, and took his pistol from his coat pocket, and ran and ran as fast as I could, down the road straight toward Jed Hooper’s!”


    She was wearing a short kitchen apron; and from its wide pocket she removed a squatty .45 gun and handed it to the sheriff.


    “Mrs. Weston,” he said solemnly, “my hat is off to you! If ever you need a job, you can be my deputy for life. But we certainly won’t find that bird in any common ordinary cellar, when we get there!”


    “Oh, but you will, Mr. Thomas! Ours isn’t an ordinary cellar at all, is it, Frank? It hasn’t any windows, only little slits a cat would have to squeeze to get through; and it is all stone and cement, and that kitchen door is just one tremendous oak plank, with a staple that some village blacksmith must have made before the Mexican War! He never could get out without tools or dynamite; and there were neither in the cellar. But I do hope he hasn’t broken my lovely jars of pickles and peach plums and quince jelly and things. You know, Mr. Thomas, he is so destructive, that is, if he is the man you are hunting for?”


    “He’s the man all right,” Thomas said, “And if he’s still in that cellar, I’ll see that the county replaces any pickles and jellies he’s wrecked! Far as that goes, the neighbors will swamp you with homemade goodies soon as they hear he’s a prisoner.”


    Their house was already in sight; it looked peaceful in the full flood of noonday sunshine, and to add to the homey appearance, Romeo sat on the doorstep, washing his face.


    As the car stopped, and the four piled out almost simultaneously, Annie spoke again. “I don’t hear him, and when I left he was yelling like a madman, and hammering on the door!”


    Led by the sheriff, they entered the house. Not a sound greeted them save the ticking of the clock, and the friendly song of the teakettle. Peering cautiously around the door jamb, Thomas noted that the stout oak door leading down to the cellar still held. It was not even sprung. He crossed the floor; the iron staple was fast. He turned to speak to Frank, who was at his heels.


    “Well, the door held! And unless he’s dug himself out, he’s still down there.”


    He leaned his head close against the sturdy plank, and called: “It’s all up, Schmidt! Save yourself trouble by giving up quietly. You haven’t a chance!”


    There was no reply from below.


    Again, louder still, Thomas called, placing his lips to the crack by the stout hinges. “I’m opening the door, Schmidt! And you’re covered by three guns. The first false move, and we’ll drill ye like a sieve!”


    Still no answer.


    The sheriff turned his head again. There was a little pallor beneath his tan, but his voice was steady, “Take your wife out of the room, Weston! Don’t want any stray bullets to get her. And you might as well go, too. Your duty don’t call you to horn into this; mine does.”


    Half reluctantly, but dragged by his wife, Weston stepped back over the line of possible fire, and into the living room. The sheriff’s man crossed the kitchen and took his place by his side. Both held heavy service revolvers cocked in their right hands.


    “Give me your pocket torch, Jim,” Thomas said. “You throw the door wide open, and then cover it from the side.”


    The man nodded. There was a harsh scrape as the rusty iron staple gave, and suddenly the door stood wide flung. Down the dark stairs flamed the beam from the sheriff’s flashlight.


    After a moment, he spoke without turning his head.


    “Nobody in sight. Well, I’m not exactly looking forward to this, but it’s all a part of a sheriff’s job!”


    His heavy boot was planted on the topmost step. And, swinging his pocket torch in narrow arcs, illuminating every corner of the dark cellar as he advanced, his revolver held at the cock, he slowly; descended to the cement vault in which presumably, a maniac lurked ready to sell his life for the best price he could exact.


    There came to those who waited above, their breaths held almost to suffocation, the pulses singing in their arteries, an astonished cry from Joe Thomas. “By thunder! Jim, come down here!”


    Not only the deputy, but Frank Weston and his wife piled forward, something in the sheriff’s voice telling them that there was nothing more to fear.


    Nor was there. In the center of the little, snug, dry cellar, a great shelf of preserves and jellies swung gently to and fro. At one side of the cellar, something else swayed slightly, turning ever so little from side to side. Something suspended from the iron hook to which, a half hour ago, a smoked ham had been made fast.


    It was their genial guest of the past four days, who, finding himself a helpless prisoner, had removed his leather belt, and hanged himself!

  


  
    THE ADVENTURE OF THE DIAMOND NECKLACE, by G. F. Forrest


    As I pushed open the door, I was greeted by the strains of a ravishing melody. Warlock Bones was playing dreamily on the accordion, and his keen, clear-cut face was almost hidden from view by the dense smoke-wreaths, which curled upwards from an exceedingly filthy briar-wood pipe. As soon as he saw me, he drew a final choking sob from the instrument, and rose to his feet with a smile of welcome.


    “Ah, good morning, Goswell,” he said cheerily. “But why do you press your trousers under the bed?”


    It was true—quite true. This extraordinary observer, the terror of every cowering criminal, the greatest thinker that the world has ever known, had ruthlessly laid bare the secret of my life. Ah, it was true.


    “But how did you know?” I asked in a stupor of amazement.


    He smiled at my discomfiture.


    “I have made a special study of trousers,” he answered, “And of beds. I am rarely deceived. But, setting that knowledge, for the moment, on one side, have you forgotten the few days I spent with you three months ago? I saw you do it then.”


    He could never cease to astound me, this lynx-eyed sleuth of crime. I could never master the marvellous simplicity of his methods. I could only wonder and admire—a privilege, for which I can never be sufficiently grateful. I seated myself on the floor, and, embracing his left knee with both my arms in an ecstasy of passionate adoration, gazed up inquiringly into his intellectual countenance.


    He rolled up his sleeve, and, exposing his thin nervous arm, injected half a pint of prussic acid with incredible rapidity. This operation finished, he glanced at the clock.


    “In twenty-three or twenty-four minutes,” he observed, “a man will probably call to see me. He has a wife, two children, and three false teeth, one of which will very shortly have to be renewed. He is a successful stockbroker of about forty-seven, wears Jaegers, and is an enthusiastic patron of Missing Word Competitions.”


    “How do you know all this?” I interrupted breathlessly, tapping his tibia with fond impatience.


    Bones smiled his inscrutable smile.


    “He will come,” he continued, “to ask my advice about some jewels which were stolen from his house at Richmond last Thursday week. Among them was a diamond necklace of quite exceptional value.”


    “Explain,” I cried in rapturous admiration. “Please explain.”


    “My dear Goswell,” he laughed, “you are really very dense. Will you never learn my methods? The man is a personal friend of mine. I met him yesterday in the City, and he asked to come and talk over his loss with me this morning. Voila tout. Deduction, my good Goswell, mere deduction.”


    “But the jewels? Are the police on the track?”


    “Very much off it. Really our police are the veriest bunglers. They have already arrested twenty-seven perfectly harmless and unoffending persons, including a dowager duchess, who is still prostrate with the shock; and, unless I am very much mistaken, they will arrest my friend’s wife this afternoon. She was in Moscow at the time of the robbery, but that, of course, is of little consequence to these amiable dolts.”


    “And have you any clue as to the whereabouts of the jewels?”


    “A fairly good one,” he answered. “So good, in fact, that I can at this present moment lay my hands upon them. It is a very simple case, one of the simplest I have ever had to deal with, and yet in its way a strange one, presenting several difficulties to the average observer. The motive of the robbery is a little puzzling. The thief appears to have been actuated not by the ordinary greed of gain so much as by an intense love of self-advertisement.”


    “I can hardly imagine,” I said with some surprise, “a burglar, qua burglar, wishing to advertise his exploits to the world.”


    “True, Goswell. You show your usual common sense. But you have not the imagination, without which a detective can do nothing. Your position is that of those energetic, if somewhat beef-witted enthusiasts, the police. They are frankly puzzled by the whole affair. To me, personally, the case is as clear as daylight.”


    “That I can understand,” I murmured with a reverent pat of his shin.


    “The actual thief,” he continued, “for various reasons I am unwilling to produce. But upon the jewels, as I said just now, I can lay my hand at any moment. Look here!”


    He disentangled himself from my embrace, and walked to a patent safe in a corner of the room. From this he extracted a large jewel case, and, opening it, disclosed a set of the most superb diamonds. In the midst a magnificent necklace winked and flashed in the wintry sunlight. The sight took my breath away, and for a time I grovelled in speechless admiration before him.


    “But—but how”—I stammered at last, and stopped, for he was regarding my confusion with evident amusement.


    “I stole them,” said Warlock Bones.

  


  
    SECURITY BLANKET, by Toni L.P. Kelner


    Living through a science fiction convention is incredibly intense. In less than forty-eight hours, from Friday evening to Sunday afternoon, you can experience everything in fast-forward: friendship, romance, rivalry, hatred.


    In my case, I went from admiring Pinky, to being embarrassed by him, to disliking him, to mourning him, to solving his murder.


    * * * *


    Naturally Pinky saw the situation before anybody else. He moved to intercept even as he used his walkie-talkie to alert me. “Regina, we have a toucher—repeat, a toucher—moving in on Masters. Older female, blue sweatshirt, white hair.”


    I buzzed the rest of available redshirts, but though we immediately headed in that direction, the room was filled with fans hoping to catch a glimpse of someone famous. By the time Andi, Donna, Elliot, and I made our way through, Pinky had blocked the toucher’s access to her goal: the guest of honor, William Masters, who’d played the recurring role of Bane, good-guy werewolf on the TV show Werewolf Hunter.


    In a polite-but-firm voice, Pinky said, “I’m sorry, but other fans are talking with Mr. Masters right now. If you’ll show me your ticket, I’ll let you know when you’ll have an opportunity to speak with him.”


    “I just want to give him a quick hug and kiss.” The silver-haired woman looked more like Bane’s grandmother than one of his fans, but you really can’t judge fans by their appearances. “I know he won’t mind.”


    “Mr. Masters himself requested that there be no unauthorized touching,” Pinky replied. “The rules were included in your registration packet.” He reached into his belt pouch. “I’ve got a copy here, as well, if you’ve lost yours.”


    “I don’t need your damned rules,” the woman spat, destroying the illusion of grandmotherhood. “I paid my money, and I came a long way to meet Bane, and that’s what I’m going to do.”


    Pinky said, “You’ll get your chance to meet Mr. Masters when it’s your turn, but there will be no touching. May I see your ticket?”


    “I’ve lost it,” the woman said unconvincingly.


    I’d have bet my favorite Werewolf Hunter t-shirt that the woman had never even seen a ticket, let alone paid the extra fee for a personal meeting with Bane. Still, as head of security, I had to play nice, so I asked, “Is there a problem?”


    Pinky actually kept a straight face as he said, “This lady lost her ticket for her meeting with Mr. Masters.”


    “I’m sure we can take care of that.” The woman’s face brightened, but only until I turned to Andi and said, “Can you take this lady out to registration and see about getting her a replacement ticket?”


    “Sure thing, Regina.” The woman was trying to come up with another lie as Andi escorted her out, but I knew she’d be kept out of the way until the meet-and-greet ended. Fortunately, Bane hadn’t even noticed the uproar and continued speaking to one of the legitimate ticket-holders in that Australian accent fans found so irresistible.


    I let Elliot and Donna go back to working the room and said, “Good catch, Pinky.”


    “I shouldn’t have had to catch anyone,” he retorted. “There should never be a ticketed event in the middle of a meet-and-greet. You can’t do decent crowd control this way.”


    “I know,” I said, annoyed. “Ted said there wasn’t enough in the budget for a separate room.” Ted, the chairman of the convention, had refused most of my requests.


    “If you can’t afford decent security, you shouldn’t put on a convention.”


    Again he was stating the obvious, and I ran my fingers through my bangs in exasperation. “We’ve only got half an hour to go. Maybe we’ll make it through without any more problems.


    “If Shannon pays attention, that is. I saw that toucher a mile away—she should have, too.”


    I turned to look at Shannon, who was serving as Bane’s personal attendant. Rather keeping an eye on the people nearby, she was staring at him in rapt attention. “Star-struck?”


    “Big time.”


    Security crew members, known as redshirts, were supposed to maintain objectivity, not stare in adoration at the guest of honor. But it was hard sometimes—we were fans, too. I’d purposely kept my own distance from Bane because I was such an admirer. “It happens,” I said.


    Pinky grunted, and I knew what he was thinking. It had never happened to him, and never would. Even as we talked, his eyes were constantly moving, watching for trouble. He didn’t look that formidable—he was plump with glasses and thinning hair—but his devotion made him a much sought-after security team member at conventions up and down the east coast. I’d been delighted when I found out he was willing to work at FullMoon, a small convention for fans of Werewolf Hunter, especially since I was taking my first stab at running security. By rights, he should have been in charge, not me, but he’d said he’d rather not. At the time, I’d thought that meant he had confidence in my abilities. Now I wasn’t so sure.


    “Did you realize Shannon was so inexperienced?” Pinky asked.


    “She’s not inexperienced,” I objected. “Ted says she’s worked plenty of conventions in the midwest.”


    “Ted says? When you’ve worked as many conventions as I have, you learn to check out your team members yourself.”


    “You’re probably right,” I admitted. It was something else I’d have to remember for the next convention, assuming that I didn’t screw up so badly this weekend that I never got another chance. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”


    “Does she have an exit strategy?”


    “A what?”


    He assumed a pained expression. “A strategy for getting the subject—that’s Masters—out of the room expeditiously.”


    Everybody else called the actor by his character’s name, which Masters himself encouraged, but Pinky insisted on using his real name. “I’m sure Shannon has a plan,” I said. “She’s worked as a personal attendant before.”


    Just then, an exuberant fan grabbed Bane by the neck and loudly kissed him, while Shannon watched in a blend of horror and envy.


    “Maybe you should go see—” I started to say, but Pinky was gone before I could finish. “And I didn’t even get a chance to thank him,” I mumbled to myself.


    “Did he say when he’s going to destroy the Death Star?” asked Elliot, who’d appeared at my elbow.


    “You mean Pinky?”


    “Who else but fandom’s answer to the Pinkertons?”


    “He’s helping Shannon with her exit strategy. I can’t believe I forgot to check on her exit strategy.”


    “I can’t believe you just said ‘exit strategy.’ Look, Regina, that guy may think he’s the Terminator crossed with a Klingon warrior, but the rest of us are just volunteers with walkie-talkies, doing the best we can. And you’re doing fine.”


    “Then how come I nearly let that toucher get through?”


    “Nearly only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades. By the time Granny Goodness gets away from registration, Bane will be back in his suite drinking Fosters.”


    “Granny Goodness?”


    “The toucher.”


    Security people tend to attach nicknames to troublemakers. This one came from the DC comic book universe. Granny Goodness, like our toucher, was not nearly so nice as she appeared.


    Just then, I noticed a flurry of activity in one corner of the ballroom. It was probably nothing, but it was best not to take chances. “Can you check that out?”


    “You’re the boss,” he said with a mock salute, and sauntered off. Unlike Shannon, I knew Elliot could handle anything that came up. We’d worked together before, and though I didn’t know him as well as I wanted to, I had hopes. Of course, even if he was interested, it would have to wait until after the convention.


    True to his word, Pinky had Bane out the door at the stroke of ten, confounding the hopeful fans lingering in hopes of personal interaction. Shannon was left behind, too, though I wasn’t sure if it was on purpose or because she couldn’t keep up. Either way, Pinky was right. It was only Friday night, and Bane had a slew of events scheduled for the weekend. Shannon just wasn’t up to being his personal attendant.


    The rest of the redshirts and I waited until the room cleared out, with most people heading either for a marathon showing of the first season of Werewolf Hunter or to their rooms to get some sleep. I checked in with the other redshirts distributed around the hotel, and was relieved to hear that everything was calm. I sent most of them off-duty, which left me and Elliot as the only ones active. Elliot had volunteered to stay on call for the night, and I figured I’d be on call until the last fan dragged himself out of the hotel Sunday evening. Pinky, of course, said he’d keep his walkie-talkie on, too, even though he was doing his overnight on Saturday.


    After that, I was almost done for the day. I still had to stop by Bane’s room to make sure he had everything he needed. This was annoying for two reasons. First, to ensure Bane’s security, he’d been given a suite that was only accessible by going outside and up a steep flight of stairs, so it was completely out of the way. And second, it was waste of time anyway because Bane wasn’t alone. He and a happy crowd were noisily partying. As I’m sure Pinky would have told me, the location of Bane’s room should have been kept a secret, but I suspected Ted the con-chair, who was in the thick of it, had been less than discreet. I noted resentfully that he didn’t even have his walkie-talkie with him.


    Shannon was at the party, too, sitting as close as possible to Bane, and laughing too hard at everything the actor said. Not that she was the only one. Bane was known for being the kind of wolf that didn’t need a full moon to bring out his animal side, and there were several other women there hoping to be chosen as his overnight guest. Bane waved me over when I saw him, but I just smiled and shook my head. I’d spoken to the man earlier, and tripped over my tongue so badly that I wasn’t inclined to repeat the experience. Drinking an extra-large Australian beer wasn’t likely to help.


    On the way to my much less plush room, I walked down the corridor designated for room parties, and made sure the hosts knew to keep noise down, avoid serving beer to minors, and refrain from recreating famous chase scenes from Werewolf Hunter in the hallways. Lastly, I checked in with the hotel’s night security man to let him know things seemed under control.


    Then I went to bed.


    The first thing I did the next day was meet with my team over donuts and coffee in the control room, the function room reserved for convention business. We were all wearing our uniforms—jeans and blood red shirts with white bulls eyes on the front and the word “SECURITY” on the back. The shirts were easy to spot, and I’d been told it was a good color to set off my dark hair and eyes. I wondered if Elliot agreed.


    We reviewed the day’s schedule, which included morning panel discussions with writers and artists connected with Werewolf Hunter, autograph sessions for those writers and artists, an afternoon talk by Bane that we expected the whole convention to attend, more panels, and a werewolf-themed costume contest that was likely to be our biggest headache. Ongoing were the art show, video room, dealers’ room, and hospitality suite where Bane would meet with the rest of the people who’d bought private tickets.


    I was dreading the next part, so I kept my eyes on my clipboard as I said, “I’ve got some assignment changes. Shannon, I’m switching you to morning panels and autographs. Float between the panel rooms, and keep the lines moving in autographs. Pinky, you’ll be with Bane.”


    I paused, waiting for an outburst, then looked at Shannon. She was nodding, maybe a bit annoyed, but there wasn’t a tantrum in sight. Pinky just looked smug. I breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, people, get out there and keep things secure.” They headed for their first assignments, leaving only me and Elliot, who had the morning off in return for his being on call overnight.


    “Good call,” he said.


    “I’m surprised Shannon didn’t make a fuss.”


    “Didn’t you hear what happened last night?”


    “What now?” I asked, sure that I’d let something slip.


    “You know there was a party in Bane’s room, right? Well, Shannon practically threw herself at the guy, but when the party ended, Bane invited a different girl to spend the night with him.”


    “Ouch. So that’s why she was willing to switch. At least we won’t have that problem with Pinky. Unless … Elliot, Pinky’s not gay, is he?”


    “Who can tell? The only one who shares his bed is his walkie-talkie. I hear he even puts it into a plastic bag so he can take it into the shower with him.”


    Though the morning had started out well, the lull didn’t last long. A wannabe writer showed up at the first autograph session with a stack of copies of her manuscript, intending to shanghai as many authors as possible into reading her Werewolf Hunter novel and then forward it to their agents and editors. It wasn’t an unusual situation, and Shannon should have been able to handle it. Unfortunately, she wasn’t where she was supposed to be. It was Andi, who was stationed in the dealers’ room, who heard the commotion and buzzed me.


    By the time I got there, the aspiring writer and Marilynn Byerly, well-known author of Werewolf Hunter novelizations, were having a shouting match in the middle of the room, lobbing phrases like “incompetent amateur” and “sleazy hack” at one another. Plus the signing lines were in disarray, with people pushing and shoving their way to the front. I yelled, “Linus in the signing room!” into my walkie-talkie—that was the code word that meant that all available redshirts should blanket the room with security.


    Needless to say, Shannon showed up late, after the rest of us had things back in order. Wanda Wannabe had been sent off with a warning that she’d be ejected from the convention if she approached any more authors with her manuscript, and Ms. Byerly had been soothed with a Coke and the promise of a good seat at Bane’s talk. As for the lines, Pinky had people queued up like Catholic schoolchildren, and I’d been both too busy and too embarrassed to see how he’d managed it.


    Shannon didn’t even have the good grace to look winded. “What’s up?” she said.


    “Where the hell were you?”


    “I had to go to the bathroom. I was only gone a minute.”


    “Then how come I’ve been here for ten minutes, and the people here said there was nobody here when the session started twenty minutes ago? Why didn’t you tell somebody you were going to the bathroom? That’s what your walkie-talkie is for. And why didn’t you come when I called the Linus?”


    “I left my walkie-talkie in here.”


    I was furious. Not only had she been away from her post and out of contact, but she’d left an expensive, rented walkie-talkie unattended. If I’d had anybody to replace her with, I’d have fired her, but the convention was too far along to scrape up another volunteer. “Then since you’ve had your break, I don’t want you to leave this room again until one.”


    “What about the panels?”


    “I’ll take care of them.”


    “What about Bane’s talk? I want to work that.”


    I just glared at her, then turned to see Pinky shaking his head in disgust. I wasn’t sure if it was at Shannon, me, or both of us.


    The next disaster was right before Bane’s talk. It was scheduled for after lunch, which meant that most of the fans were skipping lunch so they could line up for good seats. While they waited under the watchful eyes of most of the redshirts, Bane was enjoying a private lunch with a few privileged members of the convention staff. Naturally, the invitation list for that lunch had caused more dissension than almost anything else during convention planning. I’d stayed out of it. Just being in the same room as Bane got me flustered—I could only imagine what would have happened if I’d tried to eat in front of him.


    Through my careful planning, Elliot and I both had the lunch hour free, and were headed for the hotel restaurant when we saw Pinky being confronted outside the door where the VIP lunch was being held.


    “Should we give him a hand?” Elliot asked.


    “He hasn’t called for backup,” I said.


    “I know, but that’s the woman Bane took to bed last night.”


    The woman in question was blonde, buxom, and swearing like a sailor. Since she’d been Bane’s Friday night conquest, I mentally tagged her Girl Friday.


    Elliot and I joined them, and I asked, “Anything wrong?”


    “Nothing I can’t handle,” Pinky replied, keeping his security guard face firmly in place.


    The woman appealed to me. “I’m supposed to go in there to meet Bane for lunch, but this fascist won’t let me in.”


    “It’s by invitation only,” Pinky said, “and she’s not on the list.”


    “Bane didn’t know me when the list was made,” the woman argued, “but when I asked him to meet me for lunch today, he said I could come if I wanted to.” Presumably realizing that wasn’t the most enthusiastic invitation, she bolstered her authority with, “It was early this morning—when we got up—so he probably forgot to add my name.”


    More likely he didn’t remember her name, I thought to myself. “Pinky, have you checked with Bane?”


    He gave me a look. “There’s no need to disturb Mr. Masters.”


    Since I knew there were twenty people already in there, I didn’t think one more would hurt, especially since it was a buffet. “I’ll go ask him.” But Pinky continued to block the door.


    “Don’t bother. Mr. Masters informed me that he doesn’t want to spend any further time with this woman.”


    “You’re lying!” Girl Friday shrieked. “Bane would never say that.”


    Pinky just stared at her.


    “You’re lying,” she said again, her voice cracking. Then her face crumpled, and she ran off down the hallway, sobbing like a woman betrayed by her idol.


    “Geez, Pinky,” Elliot said. “Do you think you could have said something to make her feel worse?”


    “I wouldn’t have said it if Regina hadn’t interfered.”


    “Regina is head of security,” Elliot snapped. “Doing her job is hardly interfering.”


    “Regina assigned me to Mr. Masters, and I’m meeting my obligations the best way I know how. If she wants me to step aside …”


    They both looked at me, finally acknowledging that I was right there, even though I wished I weren’t. “No, Pinky, you keep doing what you’re doing.”


    He nodded, mollified, and I started toward the restaurant, with Elliot close behind.


    “Who does he think he is?” Elliot wanted to know. “Why are you putting up with him?”


    “Because he knows what he’s doing,” I said, leaving unsaid the thought that maybe I didn’t.


    The rest of the afternoon went reasonably smoothly. We had to defuse a couple of arguments over seats at Bane’s talk, but the talk itself was a big success. The afternoon’s panels went fine, too, and a gap in programming at dinner time meant we redshirts could meet for pizza. Except for Pinky, of course, who was maintaining watch over his subject, and Shannon, who’d suddenly remembered she was in the costume contest and wouldn’t be helping with security for the night. By the time we’d eaten and planned the evening’s coverage, it was time for the masquerade.


    The first part of the costume contest went fine. Of course, getting the contestants into the right order was the masquerade staff’s headache, not ours, and the tech crew was in charge of setup, lights and sound. All we had to do was make sure nobody snuck into the ballroom early and when the time came, resolve the inevitable arguments over seats. After that, we got to relax and enjoy the show.


    Though I wasn’t all that happy with her, I loyally cheered for Shannon, who was dressed as a woods-dwelling sprite who’d lured Bane to her tree in Season Two. Or rather, undressed, because sprites wear fur bikinis with boots. At least Shannon could carry off the skimpy outfit, unlike some of the other contestants.


    Once the procession of werewolves, werewolf hunters, miscellaneous lycanthropes, and other Werewolf Hunter characters had paraded across the stage, the judges retired to deliberate while a band came on stage to perform “Werewolves of London,” “Bad Moon Rising,” and other appropriate songs.


    All the judges were supposed to go to the control room, which had been emptied for that purpose, but after they left, Pinky buzzed me on the walkie-talkie.


    “Regina? Pinky, in the main corridor with Mr. Masters, en route to his suite. He prefers to deliberate on his own, and will join the other judges later.”


    “He’s going to get a beer, isn’t he?” I said.


    I could hear laughter when Pinky keyed his walkie-talkie, and realized Bane had heard me. “Affirmative,” Pinky said dryly. In the background, I heard Bane say, “After looking at that lot, I deserve it!”


    Feeling like a complete idiot, I asked, “Do you need backup?”


    “Negative. The halls are clear.”


    “Good enough. Call me if you change locations.”


    “Roger.”


    Then I checked with Elliot, who’d accompanied the other judges. Since they hadn’t expected much input from Bane, they were perfectly willing to carry on without him.


    The band was followed by a demonstration of sword fighting, but despite the fighters’ best efforts, the crowd was fidgety. There was a constant flow of people going to the bathroom, or to grab a Coke from a machine, or just deciding they’d rather party now and find out who the winners were the next day.


    I knew the contestants had to be sweating bullets. Competition is always fierce, but the stakes this time were higher than usual. At the con’s closing event, Bane was going to act out a scene from the opening episode of Werewolf Hunter’s next season, and he’d promised to pick one of the contest winners to perform with him.


    About twenty-five minutes into the wait, my walkie-talkie buzzed again. “Regina, this is Pinky, outside Bane’s room.”


    “Go ahead, Pinky.”


    There was no response.


    “Pinky?”


    There was a burst of noise, which I later decided was from the button of the walkie-talkie hitting something, and a horrific yell.


    “Pinky!”


    Now there was nothing.


    “Linus! Outside Bane’s room!” I barked into my walkie-talkie. Then I ran as fast as I could, not knowing or caring who I ran into. Elliot, who was closer to Bane’s room, beat me there, and was at the bottom of the stairs leading toward the suite. When he heard me coming, he turned to stop me.


    “There’s nothing you can do, Regina.”


    Elliot was six foot something to my five foot four, but I pushed him out of the way just the same, and saw Pinky’s body at the foot of the stairs. I’d thought our shirts were blood red until I saw real blood staining his. His walkie-talkie lay on the sidewalk next to him.


    “There’s no pulse,” said Elliot, who was an EMT in real life. “He must have fallen just the right way to break his neck.”


    More like the wrong way, I thought.


    Shannon padded up behind me, still wearing her fur bikini and boots. The other redshirts came on her heels. “Andi,” I said, “get hotel security. Donna, call the cops.”


    Bane stood at the top of the stairs, looking down at Pinky, swearing fluently. I wondered what the fans would have thought if they’d heard him, because for the first time all weekend, he’d dropped his Aussie accent.


    The hotel’s security man got to the scene first, and, ignoring Elliot’s protests that Pinky was dead, insisted on checking himself, getting bloody in the process. Ted showed up, too, but just dithered uselessly.


    Eventually the cops arrived, followed by a doctor to examine Pinky’s body and take it away. The police were visibly tense at first, but then got more relaxed, and I realized that they’d decided Pinky’s death was an accident. But it didn’t seem right to me.


    Pinky had buzzed me to tell me he was on his way to Bane’s room, and presumably he’d gotten there without incident. So why had he buzzed me later? Why would he have been heading down the stairs? I mentioned my questions to the cops, but they figured he was going to get a drink or take a break, and was going to let me know. They didn’t understand that Pinky would never have left Bane’s door unattended, and didn’t think there was anything odd about him buzzing me just before he fell—one officer even suggested that he might not have fallen if he hadn’t been using the walkie-talkie.


    Bane was no help. “I should have let the bloke come into the room,” he said apologetically, the accent back in place, “but I was fagged out and wanted a minute alone. He didn’t seem to mind.”


    “Did you hear anything?” I asked.


    He shook his head. “Not a sound. I was in the WC at first, and I had music playing. Poor bastard. Has he got any family or anything? I’d like to pay my respects.”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “I only met him yesterday. There wasn’t really time to get acquainted.” But that wasn’t true. One of the best things about a convention was the way you could go from stranger to close friend in just a weekend. But Pinky had been all business. Not to mention the fact that he’d intimidated the heck out of me, and annoyed me even more.


    “Bruce,” one of the cops said, Pinky’s wallet in his hand. “His first name was Bruce.”


    I hadn’t even known that.


    The cops didn’t stay long, and looking at the horrified faces of my team members, I realized I had to get them moving again. “Elliot, will you take Bane for the rest of the weekend?”


    He nodded.


    “Good. Ted, what’s the status on the masquerade?”


    “The judges are ready, but maybe we should cancel.”


    “No, Pinky would want us to go ahead.”


    “You’ve got to be joking,” Bane said.


    I glared at him. “Haven’t you ever heard ‘The show must go on?’”


    “Yeah, but—” He stopped. “Right. Let’s do it. But I want to say something about Pinky afterward.”


    “Good idea,” I said. I turned to the rest of my team. “Okay, the crowd is going to be restless. Our job is to keep things running as smoothly as possible. Andi, you and Donna roam the halls, make sure nobody’s been taking advantage of our absence. Everybody else will work the masquerade with me.”


    “Shouldn’t I go back backstage?” Shannon asked hesitantly. “I mean, I’m still in the contest. That’s where I was when you called the Linus.”


    I stifled a sigh. Clearly her job in security was secondary to a chance to act out a scene with Bane. At least she’d responded to the Linus this time. “Fine, we’ll handle it.”


    As I’d expected, most of the fans were milling around, spreading stories that had nothing to do with what had really happened. I heard half a dozen people who claimed to know the real story: everything from a drug bust to an orgy to a government crackdown to alien infiltration. We tried to reassure them and got people back into their seats as fast as possible. Once we had them situated, we brought in the judges, including Bane, and got the show moving.


    The judges dutifully announced the winners, including Shannon, who got an award for “Most Daring” for her scraps of fur. The way she rubbed against Bane when she accepted her ribbon made it plain she hoped to supplant Girl Friday.


    Once the awards were over with, Bane solemnly announced what had happened to Pinky, and said some kind words about him. I saw plenty of tears, but I also heard speculation about whether or not the death had really been an accident. I tried to tell myself that the idea was ridiculous, but it sounded all too believable.


    It wasn’t just the oddness of Pinky’s death, it was the faces around me. Granny Goodness actually looked glad when she realized that Pinky was the one who’d kept her away from Bane during the meet-and-greet. Wanda Wannabe was there with a satchel, and I’d have bet dollars to donuts that she had a copy of her manuscript with her, hoping to corner a writer in the bathroom. Then I saw Girl Friday, bawling loudly where Bane could see. As he left the stage, he took pity on her and let her sob on his shoulder. That wouldn’t have happened if Pinky had still been alive.


    I’d heard that when somebody’s been a cop for long enough, everybody starts to look guilty. Now I understood what they meant, because suddenly it seemed as if anybody in that room could have pushed Pinky down those stairs. If it hadn’t been for the walkie-talkie in my hand, offering me instant aid from the rest of the redshirts, I think I’d have run screaming from the room. No wonder Pinky had been so attached to his. For one morbid moment, I considered suggesting that the walkie-talkie be buried with him, which led to the even more morbid idea of him sending me a message from the grave.


    Then something occurred to me, almost as if Pinky had sent me one last message.


    Though the plan had been for Bane to choose the person who’d be acting out the scene with him at the end of the costume contest, under the circumstances, it had been forgotten, and I heard people muttering about it. That gave me the idea about what to do next.


    I buzzed Elliot, and told him to take Bane someplace where I could talk to him privately. Then I buzzed Ted, and told him to announce that Bane would be picking somebody momentarily. Both of them sounded taken aback, but they didn’t argue.


    Leaving the rest of my team to keep watch, I went backstage, which was mostly empty now that the masquerade was over. I was happy to see that Elliot had managed to detach Girl Friday, so he was the only one who heard me tell Bane what I had in mind. For once, I forgot that Bane was a celebrity and the most handsome man I’d ever met. From that point on, he was just another member of my team. I told him what I wanted, and why, and made it plain that I expected him to agree. He did.


    I buzzed Ted again, told him Bane was ready, and listened as he told the same to the waiting throng. There was a hush when Bane stepped on stage, and I could practically hear fingers crossing.


    “I know the timing is awkward,” Bane said in that delectable accent, “but a lot of people have come a long way to hear tomorrow’s program, and it’s fair dinkum that Pinky wouldn’t have wanted them to be disappointed.”


    There were enthusiastic sounds of approval.


    “Now I’m hoping one particular sheila will be willing to share the stage with me.” Now there were shrieks, giggles, and more than one shout along the lines of “Pick me!” Bane, who was an actor after all, paused dramatically. Then he named his choice. “Come on up here, luv.”


    There was a delighted shout, and scattered applause as Bane’s leading lady accepted his invitation. From the catcalls that followed, I think there was physical contact between them, too.


    Still playing to the audience, Bane said, “Of course, we’re going to need to rehearse, and tomorrow morning is pretty well booked. Do you think you can spare me some time now to go over the scene? We could work in my room.”


    There were even louder catcalls, and I didn’t need to hear the woman’s answer to know she’d agreed. That was my cue to get in position and make the last arrangements.


    I’d told Elliot not to rush, so I had plenty of time to get to Bane’s room. Too much, in fact, because I had time to reconsider what I was doing. Twice I reached for my walkie-talkie, ready to call the whole thing off, but then the door opened, and Elliot escorted Bane in. Along with Shannon.


    She was nestled under the actor’s arm, looking at him so lustfully that it took a while for her to notice I was there, long enough for Elliot to close and lock the door. When I’d told Elliot he didn’t have to stay, he’d insisted strongly enough to make me think it was more than professional loyalty, but it was the wrong time to think of that.


    Finally Shannon saw me. “Hey, Regina. Did you hear? Bane picked me. I guess I’m not going to be able to help out with security tomorrow.” She actually giggled.


    “That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t want you on the team anymore anyway.”


    “Hey, I know I haven’t been at my best, but—”


    I forced a laugh. “No, I think this was your best.”


    “Now, now,” Bane said soothingly, “I’m sure Shannon’s been trying.”


    “Then how did that woman nearly get past her at the meet-and-greet? And you didn’t see the mess she made in the signing room.”


    “That wasn’t my fault!” she protested.


    “Maybe not, but you didn’t show up to help, either.”


    “I told you I didn’t hear the call.”


    “That’s right, you forgot your walkie-talkie, didn’t you?” I said with a sneer. “Where’d you leave it this time—there sure as hell isn’t anyplace to put it in that getup.”


    “You know I’m not on call tonight,” she said defiantly. “It’s locked up in my room!”


    “Then how did you hear the Linus when Pinky fell down the stairs?” I asked.


    She went white. “What?”


    “For once, you were where you were supposed to be—you got there faster than Andi. So how did you know there was a Linus?”


    “Someone told me.”


    “Who? I’ll buzz whoever it was right now to confirm.”


    “I … I don’t have to tell you anything.”


    She was right, of course. I wasn’t a cop, and I wasn’t going to beat it out of her. Fortunately I didn’t have to, because Bane took her in his arms, and looked at her with those indescribably blue eyes, and said, “You didn’t mean to kill him, did you, luv?”


    “No,” she whispered. “I mean, it wasn’t me.”


    He gave her the smile that had melted the heart of the werewolf hunter herself, not to mention countless fans. “Of course it was, but you didn’t mean for him to get hurt. Just tell me what happened.”


    I was almost afraid to breathe. If she hung tough, I didn’t think there was anything else we could do. But she was a fan, through and through. She’d killed to get close to Bane—she couldn’t lie to him. As long as she basked in his attention, Elliot and I might as well not have existed.


    “I didn’t mean to,” she said in a tiny voice. “I only came up here to talk to you about using me in your scene, but Pinky wouldn’t let me come in. He said he knew I was lying about working security. He knew which conventions I’d said I’d worked at, and he actually called to check up on me. Can you believe that?”


    Bane shook his head in shared dismay.


    “I’ve worked at other conventions, honest I have, but I was just a gopher, and I knew a gopher wouldn’t get to see you up close. I just had to meet you.”


    He nodded understandingly.


    “Then Regina got mad at me, and you and that other girl—”


    “She meant nothing to me,” Bane said convincingly, both because he was an actor and because it was true.


    “I know, but Regina had already given you to Pinky, and I knew tonight might be my last chance to talk to you. That’s all I wanted. But Pinky said I was a phony, and that you wouldn’t want to waste time with me. He was going to buzz Regina to tell her about me. So I knocked that damned walkie-talkie out of his hand. It fell down the stairs, and when he reached for it, he lost his balance and fell. I tried to grab him, really I did. I didn’t push him.”


    Bane nodded again, but I’m not sure if she saw it, because she’d looked away from him at last, either from shame or guilt. “Then what happened?” he prompted.


    “I meant to get back to the masquerade, but I saw all the redshirts coming, and knew Regina must have called a Linus. Since I couldn’t get back without them seeing me, I acted as if I’d come with them.” She looked at him imploringly. “You believe me, don’t you?”


    I didn’t give him a chance to answer. “What he believes doesn’t matter nearly as much as what the cops believe.”


    “Bane would never turn me in,” she snarled. “It’s your word against ours.”


    “Don’t be so sure of that,” Bane said, stepping back from her.


    “Besides,” I said, “we’re not the only ones who heard you.” I held up my walkie-talkie so she could see that I was holding the button down. Every redshirt had heard her confession, and they all heard me say, “Linus in Bane’s room.” Then I put down the walkie-talkie to say, “Elliot, call the cops.”


    “You’re the boss,” he replied.


    “Damn straight I am.”
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    A CROOK WITHOUT HONOR, by Johnston McCulley


    CHAPTER I


    His lips curled in a sneer, his little eyes glittering, Jim Morlan stood against the bole of the tree in the darkness and watched the patrolman go slowly along the walk, swinging his stick, his helmet on the back of his head, sniffing at the roses that grew along the edge of the lawn, looking up at the big moon, enjoying the perfect summer night.


    “Ass!” Jim Morlan growled to himself.


    It was the habit of Jim Morlan to regard almost everybody in that light. To him, all other human beings were inferiors. It was a state of mind he had acquired in boyhood, and it had grown with his great body until it had taken full possession of him and molded his character. It had cost him all his friends and a great majority of his mere acquaintances. Jim Morlan, in that particular corner of the underworld, stood alone. He was known as a crooked crook. He did not possess even the questionable honor of his profession. Openly, he said that he would as soon rob another crook as an honest man. The “honor among thieves” idea he called “bunk.”


    The unsuspecting patrolman, possibly thinking of his cottage, his wife, and his children, passed on down the street and finally turned a corner. Jim Morlan knew, because he had made it his business to know, that he would not return to this vicinity for more than an hour. This was the select residence portion of the city, and the patrolman had a big beat. There were a few private watchmen scattered around, but Jim Morlan knew them and their habits and had nothing to fear from them.


    Yet he hesitated for a moment to be sure, and then he crept like a shadow into another shadow cast by a clump of shrubs, and from that to still another made by a big tree, and in this manner he worked his way from the street to the side of the big house he intended to rob.


    Morlan knew all about that house, too. He knew that the family had gone to the mountains for a month, that the master of the house spent a part of the time in town, that there were but three servants in the place, and that they slept on the third floor in the rear. They were no more than caretakers. The better servants had been sent to the mountain lodge with the family. Morlan had nothing to fear from the three who remained.


    In the library of that residence, there was a safe hidden behind a panel in the wall. Jim Morlan knew that it contained some old jewelry that never was used, but which would bring considerable cash when properly handled by a “fence.” He expected to find some ready money, too, for he had ascertained that it was the policy of the master of the house to keep a supply in the safe at all times.


    Nor was that all. There was a tray of ancient coins in the safe, so the fence had said, and an unscrupulous collector in another city would pay a big price for a particular coin in the tray. Jim Morlan expected to make a good thing out of this night’s work.


    And it was necessary, he told himself. He was almost out of funds, thanks to an idea that he could play poker. He knew that the men who had strapped him were exulting, not only because they had taken the money, but also because they had taken it from him.


    For Jim Morlan was cordially hated by the others of the underworld. He never played fair. He always worked alone. He did not give loyalty to his kind, and expected none. He belonged to no class, but stood alone. He had gone out of his way some months before to swindle a pair of crooks.


    And there was a keen determination throughout the underworld to “get” him. There was no idea of turning him over to the police. The idea was to make him a laughingstock, to kill him with ridicule.


    Morlan did not think of these things as he came finally to the side of the big house and crouched in the darkness near the wall. He watched and listened for a time. In the distance, some clock struck the hour of one. The district was quiet. There was scarcely a light to be seen, save here and there a soft glow from a entry hall or servants’ quarters.


    Morlan slipped along the wall until he came to a basement window. He did not break the catch with a jimmy. He guessed that the window was connected with a burglar-alarm system. Putting a rubber suction cap in the middle of the glass, he held it there with his left hand and, with his right, cut out the window close to the sash, using a glass cutter of the most approved pattern.


    A quick pull, a snap, and the pane of glass came away with scarcely any noise. Jim Morlan crawled through and found himself in a laundry room.


    Now he flashed his electric torch and found a piece of carpet, which he stretched before the open window. None knew better than Morlan that a sudden gust of wind might come through that window, slam a door somewhere in the house, and awaken the servants.


    The window covered, Morlan flashed his electric torch again and made his way into a hall. Finding a flight of steps, he crept upwards and presently found himself on the ground floor of the house. He stopped for a moment to watch and listen, the torch extinguished. Then he padded through the hall toward the library.


    Once inside the library, with the hall door closed behind him, Morlan felt his way around the walls until he had drawn all the window shades tightly. Only then did he flash the torch again. He did not want a sudden flash of light to go outside, possibly to be seen by some passing watchman and arouse curiosity.


    He knew where the safe was located and how to slide back the panel in the wall, and he lost no time in doing so. And then he knelt before the safe and played the light of the torch on the combination knob.


    Jim Morlan always was well prepared when he turned a trick. He knew a great deal about this particular safe. It was an imposing thing, but as a matter of truth, it presented no great difficulties to a finished cracksman. What it had in appearance it lacked in security.


    He worked at the combination slowly, his ear pressed close to the steel dial. He made a mistake once, growled low down in his throat, and began anew. And finally he triumphed and, with a grunt of satisfaction, swung the heavy door of the safe open.


    Now his torch was extinguished again for a moment, while, holding his breath, Jim Morlan listened again. He heard not the slightest sound to indicate the presence of danger. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, he once more flashed the torch.


    The strong box was before him. Morlan took a tool from the lining of his coat and snapped the lock. He pulled the strong box out. Jewels flashed in the light, gems in old-fashioned settings that made Morlan’s eyes glitter with avarice.


    Morlan extracted them and put them in a pile on the carpet before him. He opened another drawer and found a package of currency—a couple of hundred dollars, he guessed. It was not so much as he had expected, but it came in handy. And now he would have to find the tray of old coins.


    It did not take him long to find them. Putting the tray on the bottom of the safe, he glanced over it rapidly, seeking the particular coin he had been told to get. He wanted to put that in a special pocket, away from the others. It was to be the best part of the night’s haul.


    A sound reached his ears. Morlan snapped out the torch and remained silent and motionless, crouching before the safe. He heard the sound again—steps in the hall.


    A door creaked as though it was being opened slowly. Morlan took a revolver from his pocket and held it ready. He was caught, in a way, if this unknown entered the library and snapped on the lights. But he would have the advantage of surprise, perhaps—and he could make a get-away. He did not have time to scoop up the coins and the jewelry and currency and slip the loot into one of his pockets. He heard the rustling of silk. And then the lights flashed on.


    Just inside the hall door stood a young woman in evening dress.


    CHAPTER II


    Jim Morlan sprang to his feet and menaced her with the revolver.


    “Oh!” she gasped.


    “Silence!” Morlan commanded. “Shut that door behind you! Not a sound or I’ll shoot!”


    She seemed stupefied, but she obeyed mechanically, as though through the force of the fear he had inspired. She closed the door gently, and then swayed against the wall, one hand to her forehead.


    “Sit down over there by that table!” Morlan commanded in a hoarse whisper.


    She staggered across the room and collapsed in the chair. Her eyes were wide, and she appeared to be badly frightened.


    “You—you’re a burglar!” she whispered. “You—you were robbing the safe—””


    “Naw, I’m just the rent collector,” Morlan whispered in reply, grinning. “Seems to me you butted in at the wrong time. What’re you doin’ here? I understood the family was in the mountains.”


    “You—robbing the safe—”


    “Yeh, I suppose so. You just be quiet now and don’t make a move, and as soon as I collect these little trophies I’ve found I’ll decide what to do with you. I can’t be havin’ my get-away spoiled by any young skirt.”


    She seemed to be breathing easier now. She bent forward a bit in her chair. Morlan glanced sharply at her and stooped to pick up the swag.


    “Wait!” she implored. “I—I don’t belong in this house—”


    “Then what are you doin’ here?” Morlan asked. “Burglar yourself?”


    “I—yes, in a way.”


    “That’s good! You don’t look the part,” said Morlan. “Folks don’t burgle in Paris gowns and with their hair dressed that way. Are you tryin’ to play some kind of a game on me? Anybody else comin’ after you?”


    “No.”


    “You play a trick, my lady, and it’ll be your last. This gun I’m holdin’ is a businesslike little article.”


    “I—please listen to me,” she begged. “Maybe you—can help me—”


    “I don’t quite get this.”


    “Listen,” she begged again. “I—I came here—to get something, I had a key to the front door. I don’t belong in this house, but I—I’ve been a guest here often. I belong to the same social set—”


    “What’s all this?” Morlan wanted to know.


    “Do you know whose house this is?” she asked.


    “Sure. It’s Blakeley’s house.”


    “And do you know Blakeley? A polished gentleman, isn’t he—rich, has social position, charitable, all that!”


    She sneered. “Do you know why I am here?” she asked.


    “I’m listenin’.”


    “Blakeley is a man of fifty-five, a widower.”


    “I know all that. Get down to cases.”


    “And he—he wants to marry me. Can you imagine me marrying a man like him? There—there is another man, you see, but that doesn’t stop Blakeley. And so—”


    “Pardon me, lady, but I ain’t got time to hear the latest society news.”


    “Please wait—listen, and help me. I’ll make it worth your while. See—see these rings? They are worth several thousand, I suppose. I—I’ll give them to you if you’ll help me!”


    “Very nice. But I can just take ’em without helpin’ you at all,” said Morlan.


    “But you wouldn’t do that, I’m sure. And it is such a little thing I want.”


    “Go ahead with the story.”


    “I’ve got a foolish young brother. Blakeley got him gambling at the club, and he—he forged a check. And now Blakeley has it—and if I don’t agree to marry him—”


    “He’ll hand the boy over to the cops?”


    “Yes,” she breathed. “It’s an old scheme, of course, but it is terrible for all that. I want to save my brother—and myself. I knew the family was away, and I slipped here from a party. I had some wild idea of getting that check.”


    “You think it is in the safe?”


    “Possibly. Either there or in the desk. Get it for me, and I’ll give you these rings. Here—take them now!”


    She stripped them from her fingers, and Morlan took them from her hand and stepped back. His eyes glittered as he looked at them. Three or four thousand, at least, he thought. He chuckled as he looked at her again. “Well, I’ll play fair for once, lady,” he said. “I’ve already got the safe open, and if the check’s here, you can have it.”


    “And I hope—hope you take everything else!” she whispered. “Blakeley deserves it. But just get me the check and then let me get away. And I’ll thank you—and thank you! It is for eight hundred dollars, made payable to Peter van Lyne.”


    Jim Morlan knelt before the safe and pulled out a bundle of documents, bonds, receipts, lists of securities. Perhaps the check would be there, he thought. He’d give it to the fool girl, then take the other stuff and make his get-away. He would have nothing to fear from her. He might even learn her identity, and there would be possibilities of blackmail in the future.


    He began going through the papers. Once he glanced at her, and she had settled back in the chair again and was breathing heavily, evidently listening intently. She was frightened half to death, Morlan decided.


    He put his revolver down on the floor and hurried through the papers. He wanted to be done and on his way. He turned his head away from her for an instant—


    A sudden swish of silken skirts! Morlan turned quickly. She was out of the chair, standing just before him, her eyes flashing and a terrible look in her face. And she held a wicked-looking automatic that covered him steadily.


    “Up with your hands!” she ordered. “Up, or you’re a dead man!”


    Morlan was caught fairly. The unexpectedness of it did for him as much as the sight of the automatic. He lifted his hands slowly, while his lower jaw sagged in surprise and his eyes bulged.


    “Clever little burglar, aren’t you?” she said sneeringly. “You swallowed that story neatly, put aside your gun, let me catch you. Not very quick-witted, are you? A few years in prison may improve your wits.”


    “You—you—” Morlan gasped.


    “Walk across the room and sit down in that chair!” she commanded. “And just try a trick, if you think it is best.”


    Morlan obeyed. He was alert, watching for a chance to make his getaway, but he did not have much hope. Something seemed to tell him that this girl would shoot at the slightest provocation.


    “I—was helpin’ you—” he stammered.


    “You fell for my story, that’s all! I got you to put aside your gun, turn away your head—”


    “What—you goin’ to do?” he asked.


    “What does a person generally do when a burglar is caught? You sit still, please.”


    She reached for the telephone on the table at her elbow. As she took down the receiver she held the automatic in her right hand, and not once did she take her eyes from his.


    She called a number. Jim Morlan knew that number well—it was police headquarters!


    “Send officers at once to 1720 Norton Place!” she ordered. “I’ve caught a burglar!”


    The receiver was returned to the hook, and once more she settled back in her chair, watching him.


    “On your way to prison,” she said. “I always had an opinion that professional burglars were clever, but it seems not.”


    “Let me go,” Morlan begged suddenly. “I—everything is there by the safe. I haven’t anything in my pockets except your rings. I’ll give those back—”


    “A man who transgresses the law must pay the penalty,” she told him.


    “I—I was driven to it,” Morlan whimpered. “Give me a chance, lady.”


    “And you’d be robbing somebody else tomorrow night.”


    “No! I’ll turn straight! If I got to prison now I’ll always be a crook. Give me a chance, lady, and I’ll turn straight.”


    “I am afraid not,” she said.


    She got up from the chair, and, still watching him, moved slowly to the hall door. She turned halfway from him, opened the door, glanced out into the hall, and closed the door again.


    “No use to call the servants,” she said. “I’ll just watch you until the police come.”


    “For Heaven’s sake, lady, let me go!” Jim Morlan implored. “I’ll run straight from now on.”


    “If I could believe that—” she said.


    “I swear it, lady,”


    “You’re frightened now because the police are coming. Tomorrow, over your fright, you’d decide that you had been a fool,” she said. “You’d turn burglar again. Prison is the best place for you.”


    “Ain’t you got any mercy?” he asked.


    “Mercy isn’t extended to criminals,” she replied. “You cut yourself off from mercy when you turned crook.”


    “Just give me a chance! I’ll never forget it, lady! And I swear to go straight!”


    Jim Morlan thought that he was a consummate actor. He had no more intention of going straight than he had of running for mayor. But he managed real tears and a dry sob or two. And meanwhile he watched her carefully.


    It was about time for the police to arrive, he judged. She seemed to think so, too. She got up again and once more moved toward the hall door.


    Jim Morlan took the chance. He was out of his chair like a shot and at the nearest window. He crashed through it, darted across the lawn, made for the nearest alley. And as he ran he exulted—he had her rings!


    He did not notice that the lights in the library went out immediately.


    CHAPTER III


    The following evening Jim Morlan ate his dinner in a restaurant frequented by those of the underworld. He was surly, mean. In the morning papers he had read of the robbery at the Blakeley house. Servants had been awakened, the story said, by the crashing of glass. It was evident that the thief had made his get away through a library window, and in a hurry. Evidently something had alarmed him.


    That puzzled Jim Morlan to a great degree. Did not the woman—he supposed she was the daughter of the house—tell the police the truth?


    And there was more to puzzle him. The robbery had been discovered by the servants just after the breaking of the window. And the safe was open, papers scattered about, currency, old jewelry, and rare coins missing.


    Jim Morlan thought it all over again and cursed beneath his breath. There was some mystery, he supposed. At least he had the diamond rings, and they would repay him. He would wait for a few days, and then carry them to the fence. Perhaps that story in the newspapers was a trick of the police, a trap. They often had resorted to such tricks before.


    Into the cafe came two men Jim Morlan knew well—”Burley” Bell, a pickpocket, and Harry Carls, a swindler. They sat down at the adjoining table and nodded at Morlan, and he nodded in return.


    He gave them no attention for a time, and then suddenly he pricked up his ears.


    “Have mercy, lady!” Bell was saying. “For Heaven’s sake, lady, let me go!” Carls replied. “I’ll go straight from now on!”


    “Don’t call the police, lady,” said Bell. “I was driven to it! I swear I’ll go straight!”


    Jim Morlan’s eyes bulged, and then his face turned red. He glanced at the others, and saw they were laughing.


    “Great stuff!” Bell said to Carls. “It’s the laugh of the district! This bird goes ahead and opens the safe and piles out the loot, and then Maizie comes along and gobbles it all in. And the boob gets away with a bunch of paste rings worth about fifteen dollars retail. My eye!”


    “Let me go! I swear I’ll run straight!”Carls grunted, tears of laughter running down his cheeks. “I was driven to it!”


    “Here comes Maizie now,” said Bell.


    Jim Morlan glanced down the aisle from the corner of his eye. Along it, dressed in a neat blue suit, came the woman of the night before. She sat down at the table with Bell and Carls.


    And then Bell got up and walked across to Jim Morlan.


    “Come over and meet Maizie, Carls’ girl,” he said. “She’s some moll, educated and all that. She’ll tell you about a funny little trick she pulled last night, Morlan.”


    “Go to—” Morlan began.


    “Oh, don’t get rough about it!” Bell said. “You had it comin’ to you. No honor among thieves for you! You’re a crooked crook, Morlan, but this’ll finish you in this town. You’re a huge joke to everybody in the know. Clever of you to open the safe and get out the loot for Maizie.”


    “I’ll—”


    “You’ll take your medicine and clear out—or stay here and be laughed to death,” Bell said, suddenly stern. “We’ve got enough to do watchin’ cops, without watchin’ a crooked crook, too. You were easy, Morlan. We had it all planned. We’d been watchin’ you for a couple of weeks. Maizie played the game good, too. And that telelphone call to the cops—wires cut outside, Morlan, by yours truly. It may interest you to know that the swag brought Maizie a nice little roll. You may retain the paste rings, you boob!”


    Bell turned and went back to the other table, said something under his breath, and Carls and the woman laughed.


    “Have mercy!” said Carls. “I was driven to it! Let me go, lady, and I’ll swear to run straight—”


    Jim Morlan, in a rage, his dinner half eaten, grasped the check and his hat and hurried toward the cashier’s cage. Behind him there was a gale of laughter. The eyes of the cashier were glistening.


    “Some joke, Morlan,” the cashier said. “Let me go, lady—”


    Jim Morlan rushed out into the night. He knew when he was licked. He had a little money and there was a train leaving for the West in half an hour.


    Jim Morlan caught the train.

  


  
    THE DAUGHTER OF HUANG CHOW, by Sax Rohmer


    I


    “DIAMOND FRED”


    In the saloon bar of a public-house, situated only a few hundred yards from the official frontier of Chinatown, two men sat at a small table in a corner, engaged in earnest conversation. They afforded a sharp contrast. One was a thick-set and rather ruffianly looking fellow, not too cleanly in either person or clothing, and, amongst other evidences that at one time he had known the prize ring, possessing a badly broken nose. His companion was dressed with that spruceness which belongs to the successful East End Jew; he was cleanly shaven, of slight build, and alert in manner and address.


    Having ordered and paid for two whiskies and sodas, the Jew, raising his glass, nodded to his companion and took a drink. The glitter of a magnificent diamond which he wore seemed to attract the other’s attention almost hypnotically.


    “Cheerio, Freddy!” said the thick-set man. “Any news?”


    “Nothing much,” returned the one addressed as Freddy, setting his glass upon the table and selecting a cigarette from a packet which he carried in his pocket.


    “I’m not so sure,” growled the other, watching him suspiciously. “You’ve been lying low for a long time, and it’s not like you to slack off except when there’s something big in sight.”


    “Hm!” said his companion, lighting his cigarette. “What do you mean exactly?”


    Jim Poland—for such was the big man’s name—growled and spat reflectively into a spittoon.


    “I’ve had my eye on you, Freddy,” he replied; “I’ve had my eye on you!”


    “Oh, have you?” murmured the other. “But tell me what you mean!”


    Beneath his suave manner lay a threat, and, indeed, Freddy Cohen, known to his associates as “Diamond Fred,” was in many ways a formidable personality. He had brought to his chosen profession of crook a first-rate American training, together with all that mental agility and cleverness which belong to his race, and was at once an object of envy and admiration amongst the fraternity which keeps Scotland Yard busy.


    Jim Poland, physically a more dangerous character, was not in the same class with him; but he was not without brains of a sort, and Cohen, although smiling agreeably, waited with some anxiety for his reply.


    “I mean,” growled Poland, “that you’re not wasting your time with Lala Huang for nothing.”


    “Perhaps not,” returned Cohen lightly. “She’s a pretty girl; but what business is it of yours?”


    “None at all. I ain’t interested in ’er good looks; neither are you.”


    Cohen shrugged and raised his glass again.


    “Come on,” growled Poland, leaning across the table. “I know, and I’m in on it. D’ye hear me? I’m in on it. These are hard times, and we’ve got to stick together.”


    “Oh,” said Cohen, “that’s the game, is it?”


    “That’s the game right enough. You won’t go wrong if you bring me in, even at fifty-fifty, because maybe I know things about old Huang that you don’t know.”


    The Jew’s expression changed subtly, and beneath his drooping lids he glanced aside at the speaker. Then:


    “It’s no promise,” he said, “but what do you know?”


    Poland bent farther over the table.


    “Chinatown’s being watched again. I heard this morning that Red Kerry was down here.”


    Cohen laughed.


    “Red Kerry!” he echoed. “Red Kerry means nothing in my young life, Jim.”


    “Don’t ’e?” returned Jim, snarling viciously. “The way he cleaned up that dope crowd awhile back seemed to show he was no jug, didn’t it?”


    The Jew made a racial gesture as if to dismiss the subject.


    “All right,” continued Poland. “Think that way if you like. But the patrols have been doubled. I suppose you know that? And it’s a cert there are special men on duty, ever since the death of that Chink.”


    Cohen shifted uneasily, glancing about him in a furtive fashion.


    “See what I mean?” continued the other. “Chinatown ain’t healthy just now.”


    He finished his whisky at a draught, and, standing up, lurched heavily across to the counter. He returned with two more glasses. Then, reseating himself and bending forward again:


    “There’s one thing I reckon you don’t know,” he whispered in Cohen’s ear. “I saw that Chink talking to Lala Huang only a week before the time he was hauled out of Limehouse Reach. I’m wondering, Diamond, if, with all your cleverness, you may not go the same way.”


    “Don’t try to pull the creep stuff on me, Jim,” said Cohen uneasily. “What are you driving at, anyway?”


    “Well,” replied Poland, sipping his whisky reflectively, “how did that Chink get into the river?”


    “How the devil do I know?”


    “And what killed him? It wasn’t drowning, although he was all swelled up.”


    “See here, old pal,” said Cohen. “I know ’Frisco better than you know Limehouse. Let me tell you that this little old Chinatown of yours is pie to me. You’re trying to get me figuring on Chinese death traps, secret poisons, and all that junk. Boy, you’re wasting your poetry. Even if you did see the Chink with Lala, and I doubt it—Oh, don’t get excited, I’m speaking plain—there’s no connection that I can see between the death of said Chink and old Huang Chow.”


    “Ain’t there?” growled Poland huskily. He grasped the other’s wrist as in a vise and bent forward so that his battered face was close to the pale countenance of the Jew. “I’ve been covering old Huang for months and months. Now I’m going to tell you something. Since the death of that Chink Red Kerry’s been covering him, too.”


    “See here!” Cohen withdrew his arm from the other’s grasp angrily. “You can’t freeze me out of this claim with bogey stuff. You’re listed, my lad, and you know it. Chief Inspector Kerry is your pet nightmare. But if he walked in here right now I could ask him to have a drink. I wouldn’t but I could. You’ve got the wrong angle, Jim. Lala likes me fine, and although she doesn’t say much, what she does say is straight. I’ll ask her tonight about the Chink.”


    “Then you’ll be a damned fool.”


    “What’s that?”


    “I say you’ll be a damned fool. I’m warning you, Freddy. There are Chinks and Chinks. All the boys know old Huang Chow has got a regular gold mine buried somewhere under the floor. But all the boys don’t know what I know, and it seems that you don’t either.”


    “What is that?”


    Jim Poland bent forward more urgently, again seizing Cohen’s wrist, and:


    “Huang Chow is a mighty big bug amongst the Chinese,” he whispered, glancing cautiously about him. “He’s hellish clever and rotten with money. A man like that wants handling. I’m not telling you what I know. But call it fifty-fifty and maybe you’ll come out alive.”


    The brow of Diamond Fred displayed beads of perspiration, and with a blue silk handkerchief which he carried in his breast pocket he delicately dried his forehead.


    “You’re an old hand at this stuff, Jim,” he muttered. “It amounts to this, I suppose; that if I don’t agree you’ll queer my game?”


    Jim Poland’s brow lowered and he clenched his fists formidably. Then:


    “Listen,” he said in his hoarse voice. “It ain’t your claim any more than mine. You’ve covered it different, that’s all. Yours was always the petticoat lay. Mine’s slower but safer. Is anyone else in with you?”


    “No.”


    “Then we’ll double up. Now I’ll tell you something. I was backing out.”


    “What? You were going to quit?”


    “I was.”


    “Why?”


    “Because the thing’s too dead easy, and a thing like that always looks like hell to me.”


    Freddy Cohen finished his glass of whisky.


    “Wait while I get some more drinks,” he said.


    In this way, then, at about the hour of ten on a stuffy autumn night, in the crowded bar of that Wapping public-house, these two made a compact; and of its outcome and of the next appearance of Cohen, the Jewish-American cracksman, within the ken of man, I shall now proceed to tell.


    II


    THE END OF COHEN


    “I’ve been expecting this,” said Chief Inspector Kerry. He tilted his bowler hat farther forward over his brow and contemplated the ghastly exhibit which lay upon the slab of the mortuary. Two other police officers—one in uniform—were present, and they treated the celebrated Chief Inspector with the deference which he had not only earned but had always demanded from his subordinates.


    Earmarked for important promotion, he was an interesting figure as he stood there in the gloomy, ill-lighted place, his pose that of an athlete about to perform a long jump, or perhaps, as it might have appeared to some, that of a dancing-master about to demonstrate a new step.


    His close-cropped hair was brilliantly red, and so was his short, wiry, aggressive moustache. He was ruddy of complexion, and he looked out unblinkingly upon the world with a pair of steel-blue eyes. Neat he was to spruceness, and while of no more than medium height he had the shoulders of an acrobat.


    The detective who stood beside him, by name John Durham, had one trait in common with his celebrated superior. This was a quick keenness, a sort of alert vitality, which showed in his eyes, and indeed in every line of his thin, clean-shaven face. Kerry had picked him out as the most promising junior in his department.


    “Give me the particulars,” said the Chief Inspector. “It isn’t robbery. He’s wearing a diamond ring worth two hundred pounds.”


    His diction was rapid and terse—so rapid as to create the impression that he bit off the ends of the longer words. He turned his fierce blue eyes upon the uniformed officer who stood at the end of the slab.


    “They are very few, Chief Inspector,” was the reply. “He was hauled out by the river police shortly after midnight, at the lower end of Limehouse Reach. He was alive then—they heard his cry—but he died while they were hauling him into the boat.”


    “Any statement?” rapped Kerry.


    “He was past it, Chief Inspector. According to the report of the officer in charge, he mumbled something which sounded like: ‘It has bitten me,’ just before he became unconscious.”


    “‘It has bitten me,’” murmured Kerry. “The divisional surgeon has seen him?”


    “Yes, Chief Inspector. And in his opinion the man did not die from drowning, but from some form of virulent poisoning.”


    “Poisoning?”


    “That’s the idea. There will be a further examination, of course. Either a hypodermic injection or a bite.”


    “A bite?” said Kerry. “The bite of what?”


    “That I cannot say, Chief Inspector. A venomous reptile, I suppose.”


    Kerry stared down critically at the swollen face of the victim, and then glanced sharply aside at Durham.


    “Accounts for his appearance, I suppose,” he murmured.


    “Yes,” said Durham quietly. “He hadn’t been in the water long enough to look like that.” He turned to the local officer. “Is there any theory as to the point at which he went in?”


    “Well, an arrest has been made.”


    “By whom? of whom?” rapped Kerry.


    “Two constables patrolling the Chinatown area arrested a man for suspicious loitering. He turned out to be a well-known criminal—Jim Poland, with a whole list of convictions against him. They’re holding him at Limehouse Station, and the theory is that he was operating with—” He nodded in the direction of the body.


    “Then who’s the smart with the swollen face?” inquired Kerry. “He’s a new one on me.”


    “Yes, but he’s been identified by one of the K Division men. He is an American crook with a clean slate, so far as this side is concerned. Cohen is his name. And the idea seems to be that he went in at some point between where he was found by the river police and the point at which Jim Poland was arrested.”


    Kerry snapped his teeth together audibly, and:


    “I’m open to learn,” he said, “that the house of Huang Chow is within that area.”


    “It is.”


    “I thought so. He died the same way the Chinaman died awhile ago,” snapped Kerry savagely.


    “It looks very queer.” He glanced aside at the local officer. “Cover him up,” he ordered, and, turning, he walked briskly out of the mortuary, followed by Detective Durham.


    Although dawn was not far off, this was the darkest hour of the night, so that even the sounds of dockland were muted and the riverside slept as deeply as the great port of London ever sleeps. Vague murmurings there were and distant clankings, with the hum of machinery which is never still.


    Few of London’s millions were awake at that hour, yet Scotland Yard was awake in the person of the fierce-eyed Chief Inspector and his subordinate. Perhaps those who lightly criticize the Metropolitan Force might have learned a new respect for the tireless vigilance which keeps London clean and wholesome, had they witnessed this scene on the borders of Limehouse, as Kerry, stepping into a waiting taxi-cab accompanied by Durham, proceeded to Limehouse Police Station in that still hour when the City slept.


    The arrival of Kerry created something of a stir amongst the officials on duty. His reputation in these days was at least as great as that of the most garrulous Labour member.


    The prisoner was in cells, but the Chief Inspector elected to interview him in the office; and accordingly, while the officer in charge sat at an extremely tidy writing-table, tapping the blotting-pad with a pencil, and Detective John Durham stood beside him, Kerry paced up and down the little room, deep in reflection, until the door opened and the prisoner was brought in.


    One swift glance the Chief Inspector gave at the battle-scarred face, and recognized instantly that this was a badly frightened man. Crossing to the table he took up a typewritten slip which lay there, and:


    “Your name is James Poland?” he said. “Four convictions; one, robbery with violence.”


    Jim Poland nodded sullenly.


    “You were arrested at the corner of Peking Street about midnight. What were you doing there?”


    “Taking a walk.”


    “I’ll say it again,” rapped Kerry, fixing his fierce eyes upon the man’s face. “What were you doing there?”


    “I’ve told you.”


    “And I tell you you’re a liar. Where did you leave the man Cohen?”


    Poland blinked his small eyes, cleared his throat, and looked down at the floor uneasily. Then:


    “Who’s Cohen?” he grunted.


    “You mean, who was Cohen?” cried Kerry.


    The shot went home. The man clenched his fists and looked about the room from face to face.


    “You don’t tell me—” he began huskily.


    “I’ve told you,” said Kerry. “He’s on the slab. Spit out the truth; it’ll be good for your health.”


    The man hesitated, then looked up, his eyes half closed and a cunning expression upon his face.


    “Make out your own case,” he said. “You’ve got nothing against me.”


    Kerry snapped his teeth together viciously.


    “I’ve told you what happened to your pal,” he warned. “If you’re a wise man you’ll come in on our side, before the same thing happens to you.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” growled Poland.


    Kerry nodded to the constable at the doorway.


    “Take him back,” he ordered.


    Jim Poland being returned to his cell, Kerry, as the door closed behind the prisoner and his guard, stared across at Durham where he stood beside the table.


    “An old hand,” he said. “But there’s another way.” He glanced at the officer in charge. “Hold him till the morning. He’ll prove useful.”


    From his waistcoat pocket he took out a slip of chewing gum, unwrapped it, and placed the mint-flavoured wafer between his large white teeth. He bit upon it savagely, settled his hat upon his head, and, turning, walked toward the door. In the doorway he paused.


    “Come with me, Durham,” he said. “I am leaving the conduct of the case entirely in your hands from now onward.”


    Detective Durham looked surprised and not a little anxious.


    “I am doing so for two reasons,” continued the Chief Inspector. “These two reasons I shall now explain.”


    III


    THE SECRET TREASURE-HOUSE


    Unlike its sister colony in New York, there are no show places in Limehouse. The visitor sees nothing but mean streets and dark doorways. The superficial inquirer comes away convinced that the romance of the Asiatic district has no existence outside the imaginations of writers of fiction. Yet here lies a secret quarter, as secret and as strange, in its smaller way, as its parent in China which is called the Purple Forbidden City.


    On a morning when mist lay over the Thames reaches, softening the harshness of the dock buildings and lending an air of mystery to the vessels stealing out upon the tide, a man walked briskly along Limehouse Causeway, looking about him inquiringly, as one unfamiliar with the neighbourhood. Presently he seemed to recognize a turning to the right, and he pursued this for a time, now walking more slowly.


    A European woman, holding a half-caste baby in her arms, stood in an open doorway, watching him uninterestedly. Otherwise, except for one neatly dressed young Chinaman, who passed him about halfway along the street, there was nothing which could have told the visitor that he had crossed the borderline dividing West from East and was now in an Oriental town.


    A very narrow alleyway between two dingy houses proved to be the spot for which he was looking; and, having stared about him for a while, he entered this alleyway. At the farther end it was crossed T-fashion, by another alley, the only object of interest being an iron post at the crossing, and the scenery being made up entirely of hideous brick walls.


    About halfway along on the left, set in one of these walls, were strong wooden gates, apparently those of a warehouse. Beside them was a door approached by two very dirty steps. There was a bell-push near the door, but upon neither of these entrances was there any plate to indicate the name of the proprietor of the establishment.


    From his pocket-book the visitor extracted a card, consulted something written upon it, and then pressed the bell.


    It was very quiet in this dingy little court. No sound of the busy thoroughfares penetrated here; and although the passage forming the top of the “T” practically marked the river bank, only dimly could one discern the sounds which belong to a seaport.


    Presently the door was opened by a Chinese boy who wore the ordinary native working dress, and who regarded the man upon the step with oblique, tired-looking eyes.


    “Mr. Huang Chow?” asked the caller.


    The boy nodded.


    “You wantchee him see?”


    “If he is at home.”


    The boy glanced at the card, which the visitor still held between finger and thumb, and extended his hand silently. The card was surrendered. It was that of an antique dealer of Dover Street, Piccadilly, and written upon the back was the following: “Mr. Hampden would like to do business with you.” The signature of the dealer followed.


    The boy turned and passed along a dim and perfectly unfurnished passage which the opening of the door had revealed, while Mr. Hampden stood upon the step and lighted a cigarette.


    In less than a minute the boy returned and beckoned to him to come in. As he did so, and the door was closed, he almost stumbled, so dark was the passage.


    Presently, guided by the boy, he found himself in a very businesslike little office, where a girl sat at an American desk, looking up at him inquiringly.


    She was of a dark and arresting type. Without being pretty in the European sense, there was something appealing in her fine, dark eyes, and she possessed the inviting smile which is the heritage of Eastern women. Her dress was not unlike that of any other business girl, except that the neck of her blouse was cut very low, a fashion affected by many Eurasians, and she wore a gaily coloured sash, and large and very costly pearl earrings. As Mr. Hampden paused in the doorway:


    “Good morning,” said the girl, glancing down at the card which lay upon the desk before her. “You come from Mr. Isaacs, eh?”


    She looked at him with a caressing glance from beneath half-lowered lashes, but missed no detail of his appearance. She did not quite like his moustache, and thought that he would have looked better clean-shaven. Nevertheless, he was a well-set-up fellow, and her manner evidenced approval.


    “Yes,” he replied, smiling genially. “I have a small commission to execute, and I am told that you can help me.”


    The girl paused for a moment, and then:


    “Yes, very likely,” she said, speaking good English but with an odd intonation. “It is not jade? We have very little jade.”


    “No, no. I wanted an enamelled casket.”


    “What kind?”


    “Cloisonné.”


    “Cloisonné? Yes, we have several.”


    She pressed a bell, and, glancing up at the boy who had stood throughout the interview at the visitor’s elbow, addressed him rapidly in Chinese. He nodded his head and led the way through a second doorway. Closing this, he opened a third and ushered Mr. Hampden into a room which nearly caused the latter to gasp with astonishment.


    One who had blundered from Whitechapel into the Khan Khalil, who had been transported upon a magic carpet from a tube station to the Taj Mahal, of dropped suddenly upon Lebanon hills to find himself looking down upon the pearly domes and jewelled gardens of Damascus, could not well have been more surprised. This great treasure-house of old Huang Chow was one of Chinatown’s secrets—a secret shared only by those whose commercial interests were identical with the interests of Huang Chow.


    The place was artificially lighted by lamps which themselves were beautiful objects of art, and which swung from the massive beams of the ceiling. The floor of the warehouse, which was partly of stone, was covered with thick matting, and spread upon it were rugs and carpets of Karadagh, Kermanshah, Sultanabad, and Khorassan, with lesser-known loomings of almost equal beauty. Skins of rare beasts overlay the divans. Furniture of ivory, of ebony and lemonwood, preciously inlaid, gave to the place an air of cunning confusion. There were tall cabinets, there were caskets and chests of exquisite lacquer and enamel, loot of an emperor’s palace; robes heavy with gold; slippers studded with jewels; strange carven ivories; glittering weapons; pots, jars, and bowls, as delicate and as fragile as the petals of a lily.


    Last, but not least, sitting cross-legged upon a low couch, was old Huang Chow, smoking a great curved pipe, and peering half blindly across the place through large horn-rimmed spectacles. This couch was set immediately beside a wide ascending staircase, richly carpeted, and on the other side of the staircase, in a corresponding recess, upon a gilded trestle carved to represent the four claws of a dragon, rested perhaps the strangest exhibit of that strange collection—a Chinese coffin of exquisite workmanship.


    The boy retired, and Mr. Hampden found himself alone with Huang Chow. No word had been exchanged between master and servant, but:


    “Good morning, Mr. Hampden,” said the Chinaman in a high, thin voice. “Please be seated. It is from Mr. Isaacs you come?”


    IV


    PERSONAL REPORT OF DETECTIVE JOHN DURHAM TO CHIEF INSPECTOR KERRY, OFFICER IN CHARGE OF LIMEHOUSE INQUIRY


    Dear Chief Inspector,—


    Following your instructions I returned and interviewed the prisoner Poland in his cell. I took the line which you had suggested, pointing out to him that he had nothing to gain and everything to lose by keeping silent.


    “Answer my questions,” I said, “and you can walk straight out. Otherwise, you’ll be up before the magistrate, and on your record alone it will mean a holiday which you probably don’t want.”


    He was very truculent, but I got him in a good humour at last, and he admitted that he had been cooperating with the dead man, Cohen, in an attempt to burgle the house of Huang Chow. His reluctance to go into details seemed to be due rather to fear of Huang Chow than to fear of the law, and I presently gathered that he regarded Huang as responsible for the death not only of Cohen, but also of the Chinaman who was hauled out of the river about three weeks ago, as you well remember. The post-mortem showed that he had died of some kind of poisoning, and when we saw Cohen in the mortuary, his swollen appearance struck me as being very similar to that of the Chinaman. (See my report dated 31st ultimo.)


    He finally agreed to talk if I would promise that he should not be charged and that his name should never be mentioned to anyone in connection with what he might tell me. I promised him that outside the ordinary official routine I would respect his request, and he told me some very curious things, which no doubt have a bearing on the case.


    For instance, he had discovered—I don’t know in what way—that the dead Chinaman, whose name was Pi Lung, had been in negotiation with Huang Chow for some sort of job in his warehouse. Poland had seen the man talking to Huang’s daughter, at the end of the alley which leads to the place. He seemed to attach extraordinary importance to this fact. At last:


    “I’ll tell you what it is,” he said. “That Chink was a stranger to Limehouse; I can swear to it. He was a gent of his hands; I reckon they’ve got ’em in China as well as here. He went out for the old boy’s money-box, and finished like Cohen finished.”


    “Make your meaning clearer,” I said.


    “My meaning’s this: Old Huang Chow is the biggest dealer in stolen and smuggled valuables from overseas we’ve got in London. He’s something else as well; he’s a big swell in China. But here’s the point. He’s got business with buyers all over London, and they have to pay cash—no checks. He doesn’t bank it: I’ve proved that. He’s got it in gold, or diamonds, or something, being wise to present conditions, hidden there in the house. Pi Lung was after his hoard. He didn’t get it. Cohen and me was after it. Where’s Cohen?”


    I agreed that it looked very suspicious, and presently:


    “When I went in with Cohen,” continued Poland, “I knew one thing he didn’t know—a short cut into the warehouse. He’s been playing pretty-like with Lala, old Huang’s daughter, and it’s my belief that he knew where the store was hidden; but he never told me. We knew there were special men on duty, and we’d arranged that I was to give a signal when the patrol had passed. Cohen all the time had planned to double on me. While I was watching down on the Causeway end he climbed up and got in through the skylight I’d shown him. When I got there he was missing, but the skylight was open. I started off after him.”


    Then Poland clutched me, and his fright was very real.


    “I heard a shriek like nothing I ever heard in my life. I saw a light shine through the trap, and then I heard a sort of moaning. Last, I heard a bang, and the light went out. I staggered down the passage half silly, started to run, and ran straight into the arms of two coppers.”


    This evidence I thought was conclusive, and in accordance with your instructions I proceeded to Mr. Isaacs in Dover Street. He didn’t seem too pleased at my suggestion, but when I pointed out to him that one good turn deserved another, he agreed to give me an introduction to Huang Chow.


    I adopted a very simple disguise, just altering my complexion and sticking on a moustache with spirit gum, hair by hair, and trimming it down military fashion. Everything ran smoothly, and I seemed to make a fairly favourable impression upon Lala Huang, the Chinaman’s daughter, who evidently interviews prospective customers before they are admitted to the warehouse.


    She is a Eurasian and extremely good looking. But when I found myself in the room where old Huang keeps his treasures, I really thought I was dreaming. It’s a collection that must be worth thousands. He showed me snuff-bottles, cut out of gems, and with a little opening no bigger than the hole in a pipe-stem, but with wonderful paintings done inside the bottles. He’d got a model of a pagoda made out of human teeth, and a big golden rug woven from the hair of Circassian slave girls. Excuse this, Chief Inspector; I know it is what you call the romantic stuff; but I think it would have impressed you if you had seen it.


    Anyway, I bought a little enamelled box, in accordance with Mr. Isaacs’s instructions, although whether I succeeded in convincing Huang Chow that I knew anything about the matter is more than doubtful. He got up from a sort of throne he sits on, and led the way up a broad staircase to a private room above.


    “Of course, you have brought the cash, Mr. Hampden?” he said.


    He speaks quite faultless English. He walked up three steps to a sort of raised writing-table in this upstairs room, and I counted out the money to him. When he sat at the table he faced toward the room, and I couldn’t help thinking that, in his horn-rimmed spectacles, he looked like some old magistrate. He explained that he would pack the purchase for me, but that I must personally take it away. And:


    “You understand,” said he, “that you bought it from a gentleman who had purchased it abroad.”


    I said I quite understood. He bowed me out very politely, and presently I found myself back in the office with Lala Huang.


    She seemed quite disposed to talk, and I chatted with her while the box was being packed for me to take away. I knew I must make good use of my time, but you have never given me a job I liked less. I mean, there is something very appealing about her, and I hated to think that I was playing a double game. However, without actually agreeing to see me again, she told me enough to enable me to meet her “accidentally,” if I wanted to. Therefore, I am going to look out for her this evening, and probably take her to a picture palace, or somewhere where we can have a quiet talk. She seems to be fancy free, and for some reason I feel sorry for the girl. I don’t altogether like the job, but I hope to justify your faith in me, Chief.


    I will prepare my official report this evening when I return.


    Yours obediently,


    —JOHN DURHAM.


    V


    LALA HUANG


    “No,” said Lala Huang, “I don’t like London—not this part of London.”


    “Where would you rather be?” asked Durham. “In China?”


    Dusk had dropped its merciful curtain over Limehouse, and as the two paced slowly along West India Dock Road it seemed to the detective that a sort of glamour had crept into the scene.


    He was a clever man within his limitations, and cultured up to a point; but he was not philosopher enough to know that he viewed the purlieus of Limehouse through a haze of Oriental mystery conjured up by the conversation of his companion. Temple bells there were in the clangour of the road cars. The smokestacks had a semblance of pagodas. Burma she had conjured up before him, and China, and the soft islands where she had first seen the light. For as well as a streak of European, there was Kanaka blood in Lala, which lent her an appeal quite new to Durham, insidious and therefore dangerous.


    “Not China,” she replied. “Somehow I don’t think I shall ever see China again. But my father is rich, and it is dreadful to think that we live here when there are so many more beautiful places to live in.”


    “Then why does he stay?” asked Durham with curiosity.


    “For money, always for money,” answered Lala, shrugging her shoulders. “Yet if it is not to bring happiness, what good is it?”


    “What good indeed?” murmured Durham.


    “There is no fun for me,” said the girl pathetically. “Sometimes someone nice comes to do business, but mostly they are Jews, Jews, always Jews, and—” Again she shrugged eloquently.


    Durham perceived the very opening for which he had been seeking.


    “You evidently don’t like Jews,” he said endeavouring to speak lightly.


    “No,” murmured the girl, “I don’t think I do. Some are nice, though. I think it is the same with every kind of people—there are good and bad.”


    “Were you ever in America?” asked Durham.


    “No.”


    “I was just thinking,” he explained, “that I have known several American Jews who were quite good fellows.”


    “Yes?” said Lala, looking up at him naively, “I met one not long ago. He was not nice at all.”


    “Oh!” exclaimed Durham, startled by this admission, which he had not anticipated. “One of your father’s customers?”


    “Yes, a man named Cohen.”


    “Cohen?”


    “A funny little chap,” continued the girl. “He tried to make love to me.” She lowered her lashes roguishly. “I knew all along he was pretending. He was a thief, I think. I was afraid of him.”


    Durham did some rapid thinking, then:


    “Did you say his name was Cohen?” he asked.


    “That was the name he gave.”


    “A man named Cohen, an American, was found dead in the river quite recently.”


    Lala stopped dead and clutched his arm.


    “How do you know?” she demanded.


    “There was a paragraph in this morning’s paper.”


    She hesitated, then:


    “Did it describe him?” she asked.


    “No,” replied Durham, “I don’t think it did in detail. At least, the only part of the description which I remember is that he wore a large and valuable diamond on his left hand.”


    “Oh!” whispered Lala.


    She released her grip of Durham’s arm and went on.


    “What?” he asked. “Did you think it was someone you knew?”


    “I did know him,” she replied simply. “The man who was found drowned. It is the same. I am sure now, because of the diamond ring. What paper did you read it in? I want to read it myself.”


    “I’m afraid I can’t remember. It was probably the Daily Mail.”


    “Had he been drowned?”


    “I presume so—yes,” replied Durham guardedly.


    Lala Huang was silent for some time while they paced on through the dusk. Then:


    “How strange!” she said in a low voice.


    “I am sorry I mentioned it,” declared Durham. “But how was I to know it was your friend?”


    “He was no friend of mine,” returned the girl sharply. “I hated him. But it is strange nevertheless. I am sure he intended to rob my father.”


    “And is that why you think it strange?”


    “Yes,” she said, but her voice was almost inaudible.


    They were come now to the narrow street communicating with the courtway in which the great treasure-house of Huang Chow was situated, and; Lala stopped at the corner.


    “It was nice of you to walk along with me,” she said. “Do you live in Limehouse?”


    “No,” replied Durham, “I don’t. As a matter of fact, I came down here tonight in the hope of seeing you again.”


    “Did you?”


    The girl glanced up at him doubtfully, and his distaste for the task set him by his superior increased with the passing of every moment. He was a man of some imagination, a great reader, and ambitious professionally. He appreciated the fact that Chief Inspector Kerry looked for great things from him, but for this type of work he had little inclination.


    There was too much chivalry in his make-up to enable him to play upon a woman’s sentiments, even in the interests of justice. By whatever means the man Cohen had met his death, and whether or no the Chinaman Pi Lung had died by the same hand, Lala Huang was innocent of any complicity in these matters, he was perfectly well assured.


    Doubts were to come later when he was away from her, when he had had leisure to consider that she might regard him in the light of a third potential rifler of her father’s treasure-house. But at the moment, looking down into her dark eyes, he reproached himself and wondered where his true duty lay.


    “It is so gray and dull and sordid here,” said the girl, looking down the darkened street. “There is no one much to talk to.”


    “But you have your business interests to keep you employed during the day, after all.”


    “I hate it all. I hate it all.”


    “But you seem to have perfect freedom?”


    “Yes. My mother, you see, was not Chinese.”


    “But you wish to leave Limehouse?”


    “I do. I do. Just now it is not so bad, but in the winter how I tire of the gray skies, the endless drizzling rain. Oh!” She shrank back into the shadow of a doorway, clutching at Durham’s arm. “Don’t let Ah Fu see me.”


    “Ah Fu? Who is Ah Fu?” asked Durham, also drawing back as a furtive figure went slinking down the opposite side of the street.


    “My father’s servant. He let you in this morning.”


    “And why must he not see you?”


    “I don’t trust him. I think he tells my father things.”


    “What is it that he carries in his hand?”


    “A birdcage, I expect.”


    “A birdcage?”


    “Yes!”


    He caught the gleam of her eyes as she looked up at him out of the shadow.


    “Is he, then, a bird-fancier?”


    “No, no, I can’t explain because I don’t understand myself. But Ah Fu goes to a place in Shadwell regularly and buys young birds, always very young ones and very little ones.”


    “For what or for whom?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Have you an aviary in your house?”


    “No.”


    “Do you mean that they disappear, these purchases of Ah Fu’s?”


    “I often see him carrying a cage of young birds, but we have no birds in the house.”


    “How perfectly extraordinary!” muttered Durham.


    “I distrust Ah Fu,” whispered the girl. “I am glad he did not see me with you.”


    “Young birds,” murmured Durham absently. “What kind of young birds? Any particular breed?”


    “No; canaries, linnets—all sorts. Isn’t it funny?” The girl laughed in a childish way. “And now I think Ah Fu will have gone in, so I must say good night.”


    But when presently Detective Durham found himself walking back along West India Dock Road, his mind’s eye was set upon the slinking figure of a Chinaman carrying a birdcage.


    VI


    A HINT OF INCENSE


    One Chinaman more or less does not make any very great difference to the authorities responsible for maintaining law and order in Limehouse. Asiatic settlers are at liberty to follow their national propensities, and to knife one another within reason. This is wisdom. Such recreations are allowed, if not encouraged, by all wise rulers of Eastern peoples.


    “Found drowned,” too, is a verdict which has covered many a dark mystery of old Thames, but “Found in the river, death having been due to the action of some poison unknown,” is a finding which even in the case of a Chinaman is calculated to stimulate the jaded official mind.


    New Scotland Yard had given Durham a roving commission, and had been justified in the fact that the second victim, and this time not a Chinaman, had been found under almost identical conditions. The link with the establishment of Huang Chow was incomplete, and Durham fully recognized that it was up to him to make it sound and incontestable.


    Jim Poland was not the only man in the East End who knew that the dead Chinaman had been in negotiation with Huang Chow. Kerry knew it, and had passed the information on to Durham.


    Some mystery surrounded the life of the old dealer, who was said to be a mandarin of high rank, but his exact association with the deaths first of the Chinaman Pi Lung, and second of Cohen, remained to be proved. Certain critics have declared the Metropolitan detective service to be obsolete and inefficient. Kerry, as a potential superintendent, resented these criticisms, and in his protégé Durham, perceived a member of the new generation who was likely in time to produce results calculated to remove this stigma.


    Durham recognized that a greater responsibility rested upon his shoulders than the actual importance of the case might have indicated; and now, proceeding warily along the deserted streets, he found his brain to be extraordinarily active and his imagination very much alive.


    There is a night life in Limehouse, as he had learned, but it is a mole life, a subterranean life, of which no sign appears above ground after a certain hour. Nevertheless, as he entered the area which harbours those strange, hidden resorts the rumour of which has served to create the glamour of Chinatown, he found himself to be thinking of the great influence said to be wielded by Huang Chow, and wondering if unseen spies watched his movements.


    Lala was Oriental, and now, alone in the night, distrust leapt into being within him. He had been attracted by her and had pitied her. He told himself now that this was because of her dark beauty and the essentially feminine appeal which she made. She was perhaps a vampire of the most dangerous sort, one who lured men to strange deaths for some sinister object beyond reach of a Western imagination.


    He found himself doubting the success of those tactics upon which, earlier in the day, he had congratulated himself. Perhaps beneath the guise of Hampden, who bought antique furniture on commission, those cunning old eyes beneath the horn-rimmed spectacles had perceived the detective hidden, or at least had marked subterfuge.


    While he could not count Lala a conquest—for he had not even attempted to make love to her—the ease with which he had developed the acquaintance now, afforded matter for suspicion.


    At the entrance to the court communicating with the establishment of Huang Chow he paused, looking cautiously about him. The men on the Limehouse beats had been warned of the investigation afoot tonight, and there was a plain-clothes man on point duty at no great distance away, although carefully hidden, so that Durham had quite failed to detect his presence.


    Durham wore rough clothes and rubber-soled shoes; and now, as he entered the court, he was thinking of the official report of the police sergeant who, not so many hours before, had paid a visit to the house of Huang Chow in order to question him respecting his knowledge of the dead man Cohen, and to learn when last he had seen him.


    Old Huang, who had received his caller in the large room upstairs, the room which boasted the presence of the writing-dais, had exhibited no trace of confusion, assuring the sergeant that he had not seen the man Cohen for several days. Cohen had come to him with an American introduction, which he, Huang, believed to be forged, and had wanted him to undertake a shady agency, respecting the details of which he remained peculiarly reticent. In short, nothing had been gained by this official interrogation, and Huang blandly denied any knowledge of an attempted burglary of his establishment.


    “What have I to lose?” he had asked the inquirer. “A lot of old lumber which I have accumulated during many years, and a reputation for being wealthy, due to my lonely habits and to the ignorance of those who live around me.”


    Durham, mentally reviewing the words of the report, reconstructed the scene in his mind; and now, having come to the end of the lane where the iron post rested, he stood staring up at a place in the ancient wall where several bricks had decayed, and where it was possible, according to the statement of the man Poland, to climb up on to a piece of sloping roof, and thence gain the skylight through which Cohen had obtained admittance on the night of his death.


    He made sure that his automatic pistol was in his pocket, questioned the dull sounds of the riverside for a moment, looking about him anxiously, and then, using the leaning post as a stepping-stone, he succeeded in wedging his foot into a crevice in the wall. By the exercise of some agility he scrambled up to the top, and presently found himself lying upon a sloping roof.


    The skylight remained well out of reach, but his rubber-soled shoes enabled him to creep up the slates until he could grasp the framework with his hands. Presently he found himself perched upon the trap which, if his information could be relied upon, possessed no fastener, or one so faulty that the trap could be raised by means of a brad-awl. He carried one in his pocket, and, screwing it into the framework, he lifted it cautiously, making very little noise.


    The trap opened, and up to his nostrils there stole a queer, indefinable odour, partly that which belongs to old Oriental furniture and stuffs, but having mingled with it a hint of incense and of something else not so easily named. He recognized the smell of that strange store-room, which, as Mr. Hampden, he had recently visited.


    For one moment he thought he could detect the distant note of a bell. But, listening, he heard nothing, and was reassured.


    He rested the trap back against the frame, and shone the ray of an electric torch down into the darkness beneath him. The light fell upon the top of a low carven table, dragon-legged and gilded. Upon it rested the model pagoda constructed of human teeth, and there was something in this discovery which made Durham feel inclined to shudder. However, the impulse was only a passing one.


    He measured the distance with his eye. The little table stood beside a deep divan, and he saw that with care it would be possible to drop upon this divan without making much noise. He calculated its exact position before replacing the torch in his pocket, and then, resting back against one side of the frame, he clutched the other with his hands. He wriggled gradually down until further purchase became impossible. He then let himself drop, and swung for a moment by his hands before releasing his hold.


    He fell, as he had calculated, upon the divan. It creaked ominously. Catching his foot in the cushions, he stumbled and lay forward for a moment upon his face, listening intently.


    The room was very hot but nothing stirred.


    VII


    THE SCUFFLING SOUND


    Detective Durham, as he lay there inhaling the peculiar perfume of the place, recognized that he had put himself outside the pale of official protection, and was become technically a burglar.


    He wondered if Chief Inspector Kerry would have approved; but he had outlined this plan of investigation for himself, and knew well that, if it were crowned by success, the end would be regarded as having justified the means. On the other hand, in the event of detention he must personally bear the consequences of such irregular behaviour. He knew well, however, that his celebrated superior had achieved promotion by methods at least as irregular; and he knew that if he could but obtain evidence to account for the death of the man Cohen, and of the Chinaman Pi Lung, who had preceded him by the same mysterious path, the way of his obtaining it would not be too closely questioned.


    He was an ambitious man, and consequently one who took big chances. Nothing disturbed the silence; he sat upon the divan and again pressed the button of his torch, shining it all about the low-beamed apartment and peering curiously into the weird shadows of the place. He calculated he was now in the position which Cohen had occupied during the last moments of his life, and a sense of the uncanny touched him coldly.


    As he thought of the unnatural screams spoken of by Poland, some strange instinct prompted him to curl up his feet upon the divan again, as though a secret menace crawled upon the floor amid its many rugs and carpets.


    He must now endeavour to reconstruct the plan upon which the American cracksman had operated. Poland had a persistent belief that Cohen had known where the fabled hoard of Huang Chow was concealed.


    Durham began a deliberate inspection of the place. He thought it unlikely that a wily old Chinaman, assuming that he possessed hidden wealth, would keep it in so accessible a spot as this. It was far more probable that he had a fireproof safe in the room upstairs, perhaps built into the wall. Yet, according to Poland’s account, it was in this room and not in any other that death came to Diamond Fred.


    The wall-hangings first engaged Durham’s attention. He moved them aside systematically, one after another, seeking for any hiding-place, but failing to find one. The door communicating with the outer office he found to be locked, but he did not believe for a moment that the office would be worthy of inspection.


    There were cases containing jewelled weapons and cups and goblets inlaid with precious stones, but none of these seemed to have been tampered with, and all were locked, as was the big cabinet filled with snuff bottles.


    Many of the larger pieces about the place contained drawers and cupboards, and these he systematically opened one after another, without making any discovery of note. Some of the cupboards contained broken pieces of crockery, and more or less damaged curios of one kind and another, but none of them gave him the clue for which he was seeking.


    He examined the couch upon which Huang Chow had been seated when first he had met him, but although he searched it scientifically he was rewarded by no discovery.


    A very fusty and unpleasant smell was more noticeable at this point than elsewhere in the room, and he found himself staring speculatively up the wide, carpeted stairs. Next he turned his attention to the lacquered coffin which occupied the corresponding recess to that filled by the couch. It was an extraordinarily ornate piece of lacquer work and probably of great value.


    The lid appeared to be screwed on, and Durham stood staring at the thing, half revolted and half fascinated. He failed to discover any means of opening it, however, and when he tried to move it bodily found it very heavy. He came to the conclusion that all the portable valuables were contained in locked cases or cabinets, and out of this discovery grew an idea.


    The case containing the snuff bottles stood too close to the wall to enable him t test his new theory, but a square case near the office door, in which were five of six small but almost priceless pieces of porcelain, afforded the very evidence for which he was looking.


    Thin electric flex descended from somewhere inside the case down one of the legs of the pedestal, and through a neatly drilled hole in the floor, evidently placed there to accommodate it.


    “Burglar alarm!” he muttered.


    The opening of this case, and doubtless of any of the others, would set alarm bells ringing. This was not an unimportant discovery, but it brought him very little nearer to a solution of the chief problem which engaged his mind. Assuming that Cohen had opened one of the cases and had alarmed old Huang Chow, what steps had the latter taken to deal with the intruder which had resulted in so ghastly a death? And how had he disposed of the body?


    As Durham stood there musing and looking down through the plate-glass at the delicate porcelain beneath, a faint sound intruded itself upon the stillness. It gave him another idea. Part of the floor was stone-paved, but part was wood.


    Upon a portion of the latter, where no carpet rested, Durham dropped flat, pressing his ear to the floor.


    A faint swishing and trickling sound was perceptible from some place beneath.


    “Ah!” he murmured.


    Remembering that the premises almost overhung the Thames, he divined that the cellars were flooded at high tide, or that there was some kind of drain or cutting running underneath the house.


    He stood up again, listening intently for any sound within the building. He thought he had detected something, and now, as he stood there alert, he heard it again—a faint scuffling, which might have been occasioned by rats or even mice, but which, in some subtle and very unpleasant way, did not suggest the movements of these familiar rodents.


    Even as he perceived it, it ceased, leaving him wondering, and uncomfortably conscious of a sudden dread of his surroundings. He wondered in what part of this mysterious house Lala resided, and recognizing that his departure must leave traces, he determined to prosecute his inquiries as far as possible, since another opportunity might not arise.


    He was baffled but still hopeful. Something there was in the smell of the place which threatened to unnerve him; or perhaps in its silence, which remained quite unbroken save when, by acute listening, one detected the dripping of water.


    That unexplained scuffling sound, too, which he had failed to trace or identify, lingered in his memory insistently, and for some reason contained the elements of fear.


    He crossed the room and began softly to mount the stair. It creaked only slightly, and the door at the top proved to be ajar. He peeped in, to find the place empty. It was a typical Chinese apartment, containing very little furniture, the raised desk being the most noticeable item, except for a small shrine which faced it on the other side of the room.


    He mounted the steps to the desk and inspected a number of loose papers which lay upon it. Without exception they were written in Chinese. A sort of large, dull white blotting-pad lay upon the table, but its surface was smooth and glossy.


    Over it was suspended what looked like a lampshade, but on inspection it proved to contain no lamp, but to communicate, by a sort of funnel, with the ceiling above.


    At this contrivance Durham stared long and curiously, but without coming to any conclusion respecting its purpose. He might have investigated further, but he became aware of a dull and regular sound in the room behind him.


    He turned in a flash, staring in the direction of two curtains draped before what he supposed to be a door.


    On tiptoe he crossed and gently drew the curtains aside.


    He looked into a small, cell-like room, lighted by one window, where upon a low bed Huang Chow lay sleeping peacefully!


    Durham almost held his breath; then, withdrawing as quietly as he had approached, he descended the stair. At the foot his attention was again arrested by the faint scuffling sound. It ceased as suddenly as it had begun, leaving him wondering and conscious anew of a chill of apprehension.


    He had already made his plans for departure, but knew that they must leave evidence, when discovered, of his visit.


    A large and solid table stood near the divan, and he moved this immediately under the trap. Upon it he laid a leopard-skin to deaden any noise he might make, and then upon the leopard-skin he set a massive chair: he replaced his torch in his pocket and drew himself up on to the roof again. Reclosing the trap by means of the awl which he had screwed into it, he removed the awl and placed it in his pocket.


    Then, sliding gently down the sloping roof, he dropped back into the deserted court.


    VIII


    A CAGE OF BIRDS


    “No,” said Lala, “we have never had robbers in the house.” She looked up at Durham naively. “You are not a thief, are you?” she asked.


    “No, I assure you I am not,” he answered, and felt himself flushing to the roots of his hair.


    They were seated in a teashop patronized by the workers of the district; and as Durham, his elbows resting on the marble-topped table, looked into the dark eyes of his companion, he told himself again that whatever might be the secrets of old Huang Chow, his daughter did not share them.


    The Chinaman had made no report to the authorities, although the piled up furniture beneath the skylight must have afforded conclusive evidence that a burglarious entry had been made into the premises.


    “I should feel very nervous,” Durham declared, “with all those valuables in the house.”


    “I feel nervous about my father,” the girl answered in a low voice. “His room opens out of the warehouse, but mine is shut away in another part of the building. And Ah Fu sleeps behind the office.”


    “Were you not afraid when you suspected that Cohen was a burglar? You told me yourself that you did suspect him.”


    “Yes, I spoke to my father about it.”


    “And what did he say?”


    “Oh”—she shrugged her shoulders—“he just smiled and told me not to worry.”


    “And that was the last you heard about the matter?”


    “Yes, until you told me he was dead.”


    Again he questioned the dark eyes and again was baffled. He felt tempted, and not for the first time, to throw up the case. After all, it rested upon very slender data—the mysterious death of a Chinaman whose history was unknown and the story of a crook whose word was worth nothing.


    Finally he asked himself, as he had asked himself before, what did it matter? If old Huang Chow had disposed of these people in some strange manner, they had sought to rob him. The morality of the case was complicated and obscure, and more and more he was falling under the spell of Lala’s dark eyes.


    But always it was his professional pride which came to the rescue. Murder had been done, whether justifiably or otherwise, and to him had been entrusted the discovery of the murderer. It seemed that failure was to be his lot, for if Lala knew anything she was a most consummate actress, and if she did not, his last hope of information was gone.


    He would have liked nothing better than to be rid of the affair, provided he could throw up the case with a clear conscience. But when presently he parted from the attractive Eurasian, and watched her slim figure as, turning, she waved her hand and disappeared round a corner, he knew that rest was not for him.


    He had discovered the emporium of a Shadwell livestock dealer with whom Ah Fu had a standing order for newly fledged birds of all descriptions. Purchases apparently were always made after dusk, and Ah Fu with his birdcage was due that evening.


    A scheme having suggested itself to Durham, he now proceeded to put it into execution, so that when dusk came, and Ah Fu, carrying an empty birdcage, set out from the house of Huang Chow, a very dirty-looking loafer passed the corner of the street at about the time that the Chinaman came slinking out.


    Durham had mentally calculated that Ah Fu would be gone about half an hour upon his mysterious errand, but the Chinaman travelled faster than he had calculated.


    Just as he was about to climb up once more on to the sloping roof, he heard the pattering footsteps returning to the courtyard, although rather less than twenty minutes had elapsed since the man had set out.


    Durham darted round the corner and waited until he heard the door closed; then, returning, he scrambled up on to the roof, creeping forward until he was lying looking down through the skylight into the darkened room below.


    For ten minutes or more he waited, until he began to feel cramped and uncomfortable. Then that happened which he had hoped and anticipated would happen. The place beneath became illuminated, not fully, by means of the hanging lamps, but dimly so that distorted shadows were cast about the floor. Someone had entered carrying a lantern.


    Durham’s viewpoint limited his area of vision, but presently, as the light came nearer and nearer, he discerned Ah Fu, carrying a lantern in one hand and a birdcage in the other. He could hear nothing, for the trap fitted well and the glass was thick. Moreover, it was very dirty. He was afraid, however, to attempt to clean a space.


    Ah Fu apparently had set the lantern upon a table, and into the radius of its light there presently moved a stooping figure. Durham recognized Huang Chow, and felt his heart beats increasing in rapidity.


    Clutching the framework of the trap with his hands, he moved his head cautiously, so that presently he was enabled to see the two Chinamen. They were standing beside the lacquered coffin upon its dragon-legged pedestal. Durham stifled an exclamation.


    One end of the ornate sarcophagus had been opened in some way!


    Now, to the watcher’s unbounded astonishment, Ah Fu placed the birdcage in the opening, and apparently reclosed the trap in the end of the coffin. He made other manipulations with his bony yellow fingers, which Durham failed to comprehend. Finally the birdcage was withdrawn again, and as it was passed before the light of the lantern he saw that it was empty, whereas previously it had contained a number of tiny birds all huddled up together!


    The light gleamed upon the spectacles of Huang Chow. Watching him, Durham saw him take out from a hidden drawer in the pedestal a long, slender key, insert it in a lock concealed by the ornate carving, and then slightly raise the lid which had so recently defied his own efforts.


    He raised it only a few inches, and then, taking up the lantern, peered into the interior of the coffin, at the same time waving his hand in dismissal to Ah Fu. For a while he stood there, peering into the interior, and then, lowering the lid again, he relocked this gruesome receptacle and, lantern in hand, began to mount the stair.


    Durham inhaled deeply. He realized that during the last few seconds he had been holding his breath. Now, as he began to creep back down the slope, he discovered that his hands were shaking.


    He dropped down into the court again, and for several minutes leaned against the wall, endeavouring to reason out an explanation of what he had seen, and in a measure to regain his composure.


    There was a horror underlying it all which he was half afraid to face. But the real clue to the mystery still eluded him.


    Whether what he had witnessed were some kind of obscene ceremony, or whether an explanation more vile must be sought, he remained undetermined. He must repeat his exploit, if possible, and once more gain access to the room which contained the lacquer coffin.


    But the adventure was very distasteful. He recollected the smell of the place, and the memory brought with it a sense of nausea. He thought of Lala Huang, and his ideas became grotesque and chaotic. Yet the solution of the mystery lay at last within his grasp, and to the zest of the investigator everything else became subjugated.


    He walked slowly away, silent in his rubber-soled shoes.


    IX


    THE PICTURE ON THE PAD


    Lala Huang lay listening to the vague sounds which disturbed the silence of the night. Presently her thoughts made her sigh wearily. During the lifetime of her mother, who had died while Lala was yet a little girl, life had been different and so much brighter.


    She imagined that in the mingled sounds of dock and river which came to her she could hear the roar of surf upon a golden beach. The stuffy air of Limehouse took on the hot fragrance of a tropic island, and she sighed again, but this time rapturously, for in spirit she was a child once more, lulled by the voice of the great Pacific.


    Young as she was, the death of her mother had been a blow from which it had taken her several years to recover. Then had commenced those long travels with her father, from port to port, from ocean to ocean, sometimes settling awhile, but ever moving onward, onward.


    He had had her educated after a fashion, and his love for her she did not doubt. But her mother’s blood spoke more strongly than that part of her which was Chinese, and there was softness and a delicious languor in her nature which her father did not seem to understand, and of which he did not appear to approve.


    She knew that he was wealthy. She knew that his ways were not straight ways, although that part of his business to which he had admitted her as an assistant, and an able one, was legitimate enough, or so it seemed.


    Consignments of goods arrived at strange hours of the night at the establishment in Limehouse, and from this side of her father’s transactions she was barred. The big double doors opening on the little courtyard would be opened by Ah Fu, and packing cases of varying sizes be taken in. Sometimes the sounds of these activities would reach her in her room in a distant part of the house; but only in the morning would she recognize their significance, when in the warehouse she would discover that some new and choice pieces had arrived.


    She wondered with what object her father accumulated wealth, and hoped, against the promptings of her common sense, that he designed to return East, there to seek a retirement amidst the familiar and the beautiful things of the Orient which belonged to Lala’s dream of heaven.


    Stories about her father often reached her ears. She knew that he had held high rank in China before she had been born; but that he had sacrificed his rights in some way had always been her theory. She had been too young to understand the stories which her mother had told her sometimes; but that there were traits in the character of Huang Chow which it was not good for his daughter to know she appreciated and accepted as a secret sorrow.


    He allowed her all the freedom to which her education entitled her. Her life was that of a European and not of an Oriental woman. She loved him in a way, but also feared him. She feared the dark and cruel side of his character, of which, at various periods during their life together, she had had terrifying glimpses.


    She had decided that cruelty was his vice. In what way he gratified it she had never learned, nor did she desire to do so. There were periodical visits from the police, but she had learned long ago that her father was too clever to place himself within reach of the law.


    However crooked one part of his business methods might be, his dealings with his clients were straight enough, so that no one had any object in betraying him; and the legality or otherwise of his foreign relations evidently afforded no case against him upon which the authorities could act, or upon which they cared to act.


    In America it had been graft which had protected him. She had learned this accidentally, but never knew whether he bought his immunity in the same way in London.


    Some of the rumours which reached her were terrifying. Latterly she had met many strange glances in her comings and goings about Limehouse. This peculiar atmosphere had always preceded the break-up of every home which they had shared. She divined the fact that in some way Huang Chow had outstayed his welcome in Chinatown, London. Where their next resting-place would be she could not imagine, but she prayed that it might be in some more sunny clime.


    She found herself to be thinking over much of John Hampden. His bona fides were not above suspicion, but she could scarcely expect to meet a really white man in such an environment.


    Lala would have liked to think that he was white, but could not force herself to do so. She would have liked to think that he sought her company because she appealed to him personally; but she had detected the fact that another motive underlay his attentions. She wondered if he could be another of those moths drawn by the light of that fabled wealth of her father.


    It was curious, she reflected, that Huang Chow never checked—indeed, openly countenanced—her friendship with the many chance acquaintances she had made, even when her own instincts told her that the men were crooked; so that, knowing the acumen of her father, she was well aware that he must know it too.


    Several of these pseudo lovers of hers had died. It was a point which often occurred to her mind, but upon which she did not care to dwell even now. But John Hampden—John Hampden was different. He was not wholly sincere. She sighed wearily. But nevertheless he was not like some of the others.


    She started up in bed, seized with a sudden dreadful idea. He was a detective!


    She understood now why she had found so much that was white in him, but so much that was false. His presence seemed to be very near her. Something caressing in his voice echoed in her mind. She found herself to be listening to the muted sounds of Limehouse and of the waterway which flowed so close beside her.


    That old longing for the home of her childhood returned tenfold, and tears began to trickle down her cheeks. She was falling in love with this man whose object was her father’s ruin. A cold terror clutched at her heart. Even now, while their friendship was so new, so strange, there was a query, a stark, terrifying query, to stand up before her.


    If put to the test, which would she choose?


    She was unable to face that issue, and dropped back upon her pillow, stifling a sob.


    Yes, he was a detective. In some way her father had at last attracted the serious attention of the law. Rumours of this were flying round Chinatown, to which she had not been entirely deaf. She thought of a hundred questions, a hundred silences, and grew more and more convinced of the truth.


    What did he mean to do? Before her a ghostly company arose—the shadows of some she had known with designs upon her father. John Hampden’s design was different. But might he not join that mysterious company?


    Now again she suddenly sprang upright, this time because of a definite sound which had reached her ears from within the house: a very faint, bell-like tinkling which ceased almost immediately. She had heard it one night before, and quite recently; indeed, on the night before she had met John Hampden. Cohen—Cohen, the Jew, had died that night!


    She sprang lightly on to the floor, found her slippers, and threw a silk kimono over her night-robe. She tiptoed cautiously to the door and opened it.


    It was at this very moment that old Huang Chow, asleep in his cell-like apartment, was aroused by the tinkling of a bell set immediately above his head. He awoke instantly, raised his hand and stopped the bell. His expression, could anyone have been present to see it, was a thing unpleasant to behold. Triumph was in it, and cunning cruelty.


    His long yellow fingers reached out for his horn-rimmed spectacles which lay upon a little table beside him. Adjusting them, he pulled the curtains aside and shuffled silently across the large room.


    Mounting the steps to the raised writing-table, he rested his elbows upon it, and peered down at that curious blotting-pad which had so provoked the curiosity of Durham. Could Durham have seen it now the mystery must have been solved. It was an ingenious camera obscura apparatus, and dimly depicted upon its surface appeared a reproduction of part of the storehouse beneath! The part of it which was visible was that touched by the light of an electric torch, carried by a man crossing the floor in the direction of the lacquered coffin upon the gilded pedestal!


    Old Huang Chow chuckled silently, and his yellow fingers clutched the table edge as he moved to peer more closely into the picture.


    “Poor fool!” he whispered in Chinese. “Poor fool!”


    It was the man who had come with the introduction from Mr. Isaacs—a new impostor who sought to rob him, who sought to obtain information from his daughter, who had examined his premises last night, and had even penetrated upstairs, so that he, old Huang Chow, had been compelled to disconnect the apparatus and to feign sleep under the scrutiny of the intruder.


    Tonight it would be otherwise. Tonight it would be otherwise.


    X


    THE LACQUERED COFFIN


    Durham gently raised the trap in the roof of Huang Chow’s treasure-house. He was prepared for snares and pitfalls. No sane man, on the evidence which he, Durham, had been compelled to leave behind, would have neglected to fasten the skylight which so obviously afforded a means of entrance into his premises.


    Therefore, he was expected to return. The devilish mechanism was set ready to receive him. But the artist within him demanded that he should unmask the mystery with his own hands.


    Moreover, he doubted that an official visit, even now, would yield any results. Old Huang Chow was too cunning for that. If he was to learn how the man Cohen had died, he must follow the same path to the bitter end. But there were men on duty round the house, and he believed that he had placed them so secretly as to deceive even this master of cunning with whom he was dealing.


    He repeated his exploit, dropping with a dull thud upon the cushioned divan. Then, having lain there listening awhile, he pressed the button of his torch, and, standing up, crept across the room in the direction of the stairway.


    Here he paused awhile, listening intently. The image of Lala Huang arose before his mind’s eye reproachfully, but he crushed the reproach, and advanced until he stood beside the lacquered coffin.


    He remembered where the key was hidden, and, stooping, he fumbled for a while and then found it. He was acutely conscious of an unnamable fear. He felt that he was watched, and yet was unwilling to believe it. The musty and unpleasant smell which he had noticed before became extremely perceptible.


    He quietly sought for the hidden lock, and, presently finding it, inserted the key, then paused awhile. He rested his torch upon the cushions of the divan where the light shone directly upon the coffin. Then, having his automatic in his left hand, he turned the key.


    He had expected now to be able to raise the lid as he had seen Huang Chow do; but the result was far more surprising.


    The lid, together with a second framework of fine netting, flew open with a resounding bang; and from the interior of the coffin came a most abominable stench.


    Durham started back a step, and as he did so witnessed a sight which turned him sick with horror.


    Out on to the edge of the coffin leapt the most gigantic spider which he had ever seen in his life! It had a body as big as a man’s fist, jet black, with hairy legs like the legs of a crab and a span of a foot or more!


    A moment it poised there, while he swayed, sick with horror. Then, unhesitatingly, it leapt for his face!


    He groaned and fired, missed the horror, but diverted its leap, so that it fell with a sickening thud a yard behind him. He turned, staggering back towards the stair, and aware that a light had shone out from somewhere.


    A door had been opened only a few yards from where he stood, and there, framed in the opening, was Lala Huang, her eyes wide with terror and her gaze set upon him across the room.


    “You!” she whispered. “You!”


    “Go back!” he cried hoarsely. “Go back! Close the door. You don’t understand—close the door!”


    Her gaze set wildly upon him, Lala staggered forward; stopped dead; looked down at her bare ankle, and then, seeing the thing which had fastened upon her, uttered a piercing shriek which rang throughout the place.


    At which moment the floor slid away beneath Durham, and he found himself falling—falling—and then battling for life in evil-smelling water, amidst absolute darkness.


    Police whistles were skirling around the house of Huang Chow. As the hidden men came running into the court:


    “You heard the shot?” cried the sergeant in charge. “I warned him not to go alone. Don’t waste time on the door. One man stay on duty there; the rest of you follow me.”


    In a few moments, led by the sergeant, the party came dropping heavily through the skylight into the treasure-house of Huang Chow, in which every lamp was now alight. A trap was open near the foot of the stairs, and from beneath it muffled cries proceeded. In this direction the sergeant headed. Craning over the trap:


    “Hallo, Mr. Durham!” he called. “Mr. Durham!”


    “Get a rope and a ladder,” came a faint cry from below. “I can just touch bottom with my feet and keep my head above water, but the tide’s coming in. Look to the girl, though, first. Look to the girl!”


    The sergeant turned to where, stretched upon a tiger skin before a half-open door, Lala Huang lay, scantily clothed and white as death.


    Upon one of her bare ankles was a discoloured mark.


    As the sergeant and another of the men stooped over her a moaning sound drew their attention to the stair, and there, bent and tottering slowly down, was old Huang Chow, his eyes peering through the owl-like glasses vacantly across the room to where his daughter lay.


    “My God!” whispered the sergeant, upon one knee beside her. He looked blankly into the face of the other man. “She’s dead!”


    Two plain-clothes men were busy knotting together tapestries and pieces of rare stuff with which to draw Durham out of the pit; but at these old Huang Chow looked not at all, but gropingly crossed the room, as if he saw imperfectly, or could not believe what he saw. At last he reached the side of the dead girl, stooped, touched her, laid a trembling yellow hand over her heart, and then stood up again, looking from face to face.


    Ignoring the mingled activities about him, he crossed to the open coffin and began to fumble amongst the putrefying mass of bones and webbing which lay therein. Out from this he presently drew an iron coffer.


    Carrying it across the room he opened the lid. It was full almost to the top with uncut gems of every variety—diamonds, rubies, sapphires, emeralds, topaz, amethysts, flashing greenly, redly, whitely. In handfuls he grasped them and sprinkled them upon the body of the dead girl.


    “For you,” he crooned brokenly in Chinese. “They were all for you!”


    The extemporized rope had just been lowered to Durham, when:


    “My God!” cried the sergeant, looking over Huang Chow’s shoulder. “What’s that?”


    He had seen the giant spider, the horror from Surinam, which the Chinaman had reared and fed to guard his treasure and to gratify his lust for the strange and cruel. The insect, like everything else in that house, was unusual, almost unique. It was one of the Black Soldier spiders, by some regarded as a native myth, but actually existing in Surinam and parts of Brazil. A member of the family Mygale, its sting was more quickly and certainly fatal than that of a rattlesnake. Its instinct was fearlessly to attack any creature, great or small, which disturbed it in its dark hiding place.


    Now, with feverish, horrible rapidity it was racing up the tapestries on the other side of the room.


    “Merciful God!” groaned the sergeant.


    Snatching a revolver from his pocket he fired shot after shot. The third hit the thing but did not kill it. It dropped back upon the floor and began to crawl toward the coffin. The sergeant ran across and at close quarters shot it again.


    Red blood oozed out from the hideous black body and began to form a deep stain upon the carpet.


    When Durham, drenched but unhurt, was hauled back into the treasure-house, he did not speak, but, scrambling into the room stood—pallid—staring dully at old Huang Chow.


    Huang Chow, upon his knees beside his daughter, was engaged in sprinkling priceless jewels over her still body, and murmuring in Chinese:


    “For you, for you, Lala. They were all for you.”

  


  
    ANCHORS AWAY, by C. Ellett Logan


    Gina paused in her kitchen doorway to listen to the message on the answering machine.


    “Axel Boyette? Swinson Concrete here, confirming your 10 a.m. appointment for Saturday the seventeenth. We want to remind you to complete the required site prep: clear all brush and debris—then rake smooth. If you need to reschedule for any reason, you must do so at least forty-eight hours prior to your reserved time by calling 703-3 …”


    Gina tuned out the rest of the message, furious that her husband had followed the instructions to the letter, destroying her roses in the process. She stepped from the kitchen onto the dirt and stones of their side yard—a no-man’s land bathed in the perpetual shadow of the house, where even weeds would not grow. From her shady post, she observed that the noonday sun rendered everything else a washed-out white, especially her husband’s bass boat. Around twenty feet in length, including outboard motor and trailer, the thing was covered with a canvas tarp that somehow made it look like a whale in a silly cap, waiting to go for a ride.


    Skirting the boat, she knelt beside a pitiful pile of plant remains, suffering as if it were her own body parts dumped in a heap on the hard-scrabble ground.


    “Oh, my sweet babies,” she said, carefully picking up the severed limbs that had once been her Knock Out roses. Aromatic blossoms stubbornly clung to the stems, heads bowed and petals limp.


    “I’m so sorry.” Gina swallowed hard, wiping the wetness from her cheeks on the back of her thick gardening gloves. She carted the bushes close to her body like injured children until she filled the compost pile around back, the pricking of their thorny teeth barely registering through her sorrow.


    “He said he had to take out some flowers for the carport, but I never dreamed he meant my roses,” she exclaimed to the wilted foliage, cooing gently as she had when their shoots had been tender.


    Gina had only half listened when Axel explained about contractors coming to install a cement parking deck for his boat. Even though they had a two-acre lot full of possible sites for his project, she should have realized that he would want the damn boat where he could admire it from the dining room window. The same window she used to look through to enjoy her flower beds.


    “Why didn’t I pay more attention?” She stepped back into the shade for a moment’s rest. “Maybe I could’ve stopped him.”


    To be fair, much of their property was covered in pine trees, more difficult to clear than her garden. Gina had been grateful when Axel gave up his womanizing for fishing, relieved to know his destination when he drove off every Saturday morning pulling his boat and trailer. But the fact that he was capable of destroying the one hobby that gave her pleasure, just to accommodate his, was cold even for him.


    Gina, who was in the best shape of her life because of gardening, worked the small pitchfork with ease. She thoroughly mixed the lifeless branches into the rotted manure and leaf litter of the compost pile then put the yard tools away. She had the urge to call the concrete company to cancel the pour. But it was only Wednesday, and the job still ten days away—her husband might discover what she had done. She didn’t have the nerve to risk it.


    * * * *


    The next afternoon, Gina climbed up and down on a footstool taking apart light fixtures for a good soaking, disgusted by the dried insect parts that rained down. From her perch in the hall, she heard the slam of a car door, followed by Axel’s gruff voice calling goodbye to his ride home, a fellow traveling salesman. She continued her chore until she got the etched-glass cover washed and dried and back in place. Her husband usually parked his suitcase on the small front porch, then went around to the side yard to examine the flex-fit cover on the boat for tightness, or the trailer tires for air pressure; anything to spend time and attention on his boat. And money—2009 had been an expensive year. First he traded in their paid-for car for a used truck with a trailer hitch and a monthly payment. And now they owed good money on a concrete pad and steel cover.


    So it was a good thing her husband had a stable job selling office products. On Mondays he checked in at the local office to talk to his manager about the coming week’s goals and turn in his travel expenses. On Tuesdays he set up appointments. Wednesdays through Fridays he drove the company van from town to town in the surrounding counties, servicing his outside-sales route, delivering toner cartridges, and taking new orders. He performed his “adore the boat” ritual every Friday after he was dropped off, before he saw fit to gather up his bag and join her.


    Finally he came through the front door. “I’m home.”


    No kidding. “How was the trip?” Same question she always asked.


    “Business is really down. But gas prices have come down, too, so things are about even.”


    Next we’ll talk about the weather, she predicted.


    “Yard looks like we didn’t get a drop of rain,” he said as he hauled his garment bag into the laundry room. He would secure it on a hook behind the door and fish his toiletry kit and shoes out of the bag’s corners.


    Oh, really? she thought. My dead roses didn’t notice.


    Instead she replied, “Supper’s almost ready. By the way, they called to confirm that you’re on the schedule next Saturday to get your carport poured.”


    * * * *


    After fifteen years, Gina was used to Axel’s weekly travel, but it always took until Sunday afternoon to get used to having him underfoot again. That’s when she emptied the dirty laundry from his hanging suitcase. Underwear and socks went straight into the wash. Suit jackets and dress shirts ended up on the pile for the dry cleaners. His mealtime spills never made it past his big belly to his pants, so a couple pairs of slacks usually lasted another trip. She knew which pairs because he re-hung his quasi-clean pants. In his hotel room, Axel would open whatever magazine he had with him when he packed, slide it over a wire hanger, and drape his pants over the magazine. The rigid support prevented a crease at the fold.


    As she sorted the laundry, Gina partially registered the magazine titles: Bass Assassin and Extreme Boating. She was brought up short when she noticed the magazine cover under the lightweight wool slacks she had in her hand. Cosmopolitan? She squinted at the address label, and the laundry room seemed to sway.


    “Tricia Peller? Red-Mazda-sports-car-driving-husband-stealing Tricia Peller?”


    She slammed the dryer door, knocked hangers off the rod, and cussed.


    “I’m not putting up with this.” The nasty names she called Axel were drowned out by the squeal of the high-pressure nozzle outside the window as he hosed off the boat and trailer, a ritual he did every Sunday afternoon. But she did not cry. The last time he swore off that bimbo, three years before, she had vowed not to waste another tear if he ever went back to his cheating ways.


    Gina went to the window and glared at her husband. “How dare you do this to me again?”


    She yelled and bawled him out through the glass until he disappeared around back. How naïve she’d been. All this time, she had foolishly believed the rumors about Tricia and the pastor of the Brethren of the Desert church, thinking that the tramp had moved on to her next conquest. She took a deep breath and looked over his boat. His precious boat, which he treated better than their home. Better than her. The slob made one mess after another, and Gina dutifully cleaned them up, sneaking his old magazines, newspapers, and mail out to the trash one piece at a time, so he wouldn’t notice and make her life even more miserable. Well, not anymore.


    “You better watch your back, Mr. Boyette.”


    * * * *


    Gina waited patiently till Wednesday, when Axel left on his weekly business trip. She took a late afternoon nap, even though falling asleep had been difficult at first. When the only light outside was the soft luster at the horizon and a few stars, she went on a reconnaissance mission, starting in the storage shed leaning against the side of the house. She removed the lock that always hung from the hasp in a simulated locked position, since Axel could never remember the combination, slipped into the shed, and closed the door. Feeling for the flashlight hanging from a hook to her left, she lit the cramped space.


    “Come to me, my darlings,” she said to her worn and familiar gardening tools. She set down the upended flashlight and gathered a shovel, spade, and the bucket in which she carted plant detritus from her garden to the compost pile. She turned off the light and eased the door open. Quietly she laid the tools on the stony ground. Their lot was large, and heavy tree cover hid the house from nosy neighbors, but she wanted to be on the safe side. She reached in again and felt for the protective netting she used to keep the squirrels from getting at her bulbs around front, remembered the rake, and placed these items outside with the other implements. Quickly she slipped back into the house to wait for deeper darkness to fall.


    After an hour or so she returned to the boat in the faint moonlight and climbed up on one of the fenders of its trailer. She loosened the cover’s drawstring and pushed the canvas over to the other side of the boat. Inside she could just make out oars, a gas can, and two anchors made from gallon milk jugs filled with something, maybe sand. Otherwise the boat was clear of clutter (his fishing poles stood lined up in the corner of the den; the cooler, bleached clean, waited on the back porch). Axel was way more particular about his floating obsession than the other areas of his life.


    Gina carried the anchors one at a time, hoisting them by twisted nylon ropes over to a spot close to the shed. She lined the bottom of the boat’s hull with an old tarp. Soon the boat’s contents were tucked inside the shed. All the garden tools were hidden in the boat. She tidied up, pulled the cover closed, and went inside to wait some more.


    There was a certain time of the night when Gina thought she could best carry out her plan and not be detected. Once, when she was a girl, she had gone with her father and uncle into the woods to hunt, well after midnight. The world outside their truck on the way to the blind had been so still. No breezes blew. No cars passed. Every self-respecting dog lay dreaming, legs jerking, behind the dark windows of the houses they passed.


    She wasn’t sure what the actual time had been that night on the way to the hunt, but it felt late enough now. She was right—in the yard, she didn’t hear activity of any kind. At the center of what used to be her rose garden, she started digging a hole about two feet out in each direction: scooped a shovel full, stepped up on the fender, and tossed the load of dirt into the bottom of the boat. Then back to the hole again. After a time, she began to dig down and not just out, getting into a rhythm. Several times, overcome by exhaustion, she almost stopped, but memories of her lovely Peace Roses floating in a bowl of water on her table in spring, or of drinking in the fragrance of her Iceberg roses in late summer, kept her working. Eventually she had to lean a small metal ladder from the boat up against the side of the hole. She added another three beats to her rhythm.


    When she heard the rumble of a trash truck several blocks away accompanied by barking dogs, she put all the tools on top of the substantial pile of dirt in the boat and replaced the tarp. She quickly anchored the protective netting from the shed over the hole in the ground by pinning it with pieces of stem she had saved from her decimated rose bushes. Scattering stones in a random pattern along the edges, she completed the camouflage by covering the entire surface with pine straw from her yard.


    It was almost dawn by the time she finished, so after her shower, she stayed up and went through her usual routines. By two in the afternoon, she had to lie down, falling quickly into a deep sleep. When she awoke, she was able to run a few errands before meeting her aunt for dinner, as though it were just a normal day in the life of a woman whose husband traveled.


    Thursday night Gina only needed to dig for three hours to get the hole to the perfect depth. It was a good thing she was finished because the boat was full of dirt, stem to stern, and she had trouble crawling out of the hole, even with the ladder. She retrieved the gas can from the shed and set it inside the kitchen. She raked the pine straw back onto the net-covered hole, mixing in some of the small stones that plagued their yard. She sprinkled the entire area with pine cones in what she hoped looked like nature’s way. She showered and scrubbed under her fingernails with a brush.


    In spite of the shortened work night, by the next afternoon Gina had worn herself out pacing from the truck to the front porch and back again. She was waiting to distract her husband as soon as he was dropped off at the foot of the driveway, desperate to keep him from his usual Friday afternoon love-fest with his boat.


    She could see the self-satisfied mien of his mouth turn into a frown as the car pulled up to the curb. He leaned over and said something to his co-worker, who then nodded and wiggled a quick wave in her direction as Axel climbed out of the passenger side.


    Gina started in about how the truck wouldn’t start as soon as the car pulled away, describing the pop, pop, pop sound it had made, trying not to make eye contact.


    Axel walked over and laid his garment bag on the front stoop like always, then reached for the keys swinging from her fist.


    “What the hell’d you do?” he asked and got into the driver’s seat. “Leave the lights on?” The engine caught immediately and roared loudly as he stomped down on the gas pedal.


    “Well it works now.” He rolled his eyes at her. “I don’t know what the problem was.”


    Her husband’s grousing was ramping up when the shrill racket of a smoke alarm inside the house stopped him mid-sentence.


    “What’s that?” Axel jumped out of the truck and ran down the sidewalk and up the stairs quick as a flash. Gina closed the truck door he had left open and retrieved his bag.


    The upper portion of the foyer and hall were clouded with smoke. A crackle and hiss issued from the kitchen. Gina knew the fuel was only the few rashers of bacon she’d left frying on the stove as a back-up plan to keep him away from the side yard.


    Axel grabbed the handle of the skillet with a pot holder and shoved the pan of flames off the burner. “What’s the idea of going outside when you’ve got food on the stove? What’s the matter with you?”


    He threw open the kitchen windows. “Why are you cooking bacon anyway?”


    “I’m making black-eyed peas,” she said.


    He left the kitchen mess for her to clean up. “Well, make sure you don’t walk away from the next batch.”


    Even though her ploy to redirect her husband had worked, Gina didn’t stop shaking until she heard the earsplitting sounds of a car chase on the television in the den. Axel would stay glued to his recliner unless there was another fire.


    * * * *


    A couple hours later, Gina was strung tight as a drum as she finished preparing Axel’s favorites for dinner, hoping to lure him to the table. She stopped to make sure the colorful array of sliced red tomatoes, rice, black-eyed peas, pink ham, and yellow cornbread would do the trick before setting down his plate.


    “Supper’s ready,” she called as she dipped up her own meal at the stove.


    “I thought I’d eat on a tray in here,” came the answer from the den.


    Gina knew there would be hell to pay if she insisted he join her. But if she just didn’t answer, or take him his plate, the smell of the special dinner might entice him into the kitchen. She wanted his full attention when she confronted him. And sure enough, after a few minutes, he dropped his bulky body into his chair at the table.


    Gina picked at her food while Axel downed most of his first helping. His vigorous chewing was the only conversation, but it still seemed as if he was taking forever to finish. She fidgeted as she held the magazine and its inflammatory address label in her lap.


    “Where were you Thursday night?” The words popped out before she could stop them.


    “Same place I always am.” His fork never broke stride.


    “I called the hotel in Eversville, and they said you already checked out.”


    “After I saw my last customer, I run up to see my brother,” he answered and brought another forkful of peas to his mouth.


    “Nobody in your family talks to you, Axel. You’re lucky they let you go to your own momma’s funeral.” Gina slammed the Cosmo down and slid it across the table. The peas on her husband’s fork bobbled off.


    He crisscrossed his knife and fork at the top edge of his plate and blotted his lips with his napkin. “What the hell do you want from me, woman?”


    “I want an explanation for this.” She shoved the magazine closer to him, jabbed the label with her fork, and leaned in to get a good look at his lying face.


    He shoved it back. “It’s a woman’s magazine.”


    “Would you mind telling me what the address label says?”


    Instead of answering, he laced his fingers and perched his elbows on the table. He didn’t say anything. Gina didn’t say anything. The Jeopardy contestant on the television in the next room said, “Viscous Liquids for a thousand, Alex.”


    A bundle of nerves, Gina got up and went to the fridge to put away the iced tea pitcher, waiting for the battle to commence.


    Axel stood. “I’m gonna finish my dinner in the other room and watch Jeopardy. Best Gol’ Durn Videos comes on next,” he said over his shoulder.


    Disappointed that he hadn’t defended himself so she could shoot down his lies one by one, she inwardly raged as she wiped the stove and counters and chased down peas under the table. “He doesn’t even have the gumption to challenge me, to deny it,” she muttered.


    For the rest of the evening, every annoying sound he made—the swooshing of water in the bathroom, the bang, bang, banging to dry his toothbrush on the side of the sink—strengthened her resolve.


    Later Axel stuck his head into the den where she sat stiffly on the couch. “If you think I’m going to get into another argument on this subject,” he said, “think again. You sleep in the guest room.”


    Gina got up and squeezed past him.


    He shrank back against the frame of the door, contorting into a question mark as though he couldn’t stand for her to even brush against him. “Now what?” he asked.


    She returned quickly with a crocheted coverlet. “Might get chilly in the guest room. There’s only a sheet on the bed.”


    “Yeah, whatever.”


    She watched him walk down the hall and clenched her fists. She knew he thought this was like all the times before when she had watched him drive away in the little red sports car with the Jezebel. Pitch a fit for a few days, pout a few more, and then forgive him everything. She whispered, “Just keep thinking that way.”


    * * * *


    Fully clothed, Gina sat in the den until that perfect-shield time of night. She had put the gas can full of water just outside the kitchen door. She carried the long, slender, fireplace Bic in her hand. Before she called out to her husband, she paused by his bed and listened to him snore. She had to yell his name four times before he sat up, sputtering. “Is there another fire?”


    “Will be. I’m going to burn your boat,” she said and turned on her heel.


    She grabbed the can and navigated cautiously so she didn’t disturb the target area, even though the moon spilled its light through the ragged cloud cover and she could see a little. After she got into position, it seemed like an eternity before he flew out the side door. She had taken the bulb out of the porch light, but she could still make out the angry contortion of her husband’s face.


    “Gina. You know I’m not letting you get away with this,” he said, but, agonizingly, took only two steps closer to the trap.


    “You got this comin’, Axel.” She turned and splashed water on the boat.


    He charged, moving faster than she had ever seen him go. And then he snapped from view.


    She listened to the night, suddenly worried someone might have heard them. At first all was quiet. Then she heard a moan and saw the top of Axel’s head pop out of the hole.


    Adrenalin surged as she jumped up on the trailer fender and grabbed the shovel, then flew down and bashed him on the head. The impact wasn’t really a loud sound, but the meaty thud made her stomach lurch. Worried about the loss of cover with the moon out, she moved quickly and mechanically. Up, get a shovel full of dirt, down, throw it over him. She was horrified that the gravelly dirt made so much noise as it hit his body. She intensified her efforts: step down to the edge of hole, let the dirt slide down the walls, back up on the fender, and scoop. Finally she gathered up the soiled tarp from the bottom of the boat and pushed it in on top of him. Thank goodness she had toiled in the garden season after season, building up her stamina, because it took until dawn threatened to top off the hole. Only minutes though, to rake the area smooth in preparation for the cement job.


    “Guess you wish that I had canceled tomorrow’s pour now,” she said and inspected her work.


    * * * *


    As she wiped the garden tools across the grass to give them a preliminary cleaning, she thought about the rose bushes in their burlap coats that she had tucked away in the shadows behind the house. They stood ready to be planted around the edges of the new carport when it cured.


    Axel planted in his hole meant that all the dirt wouldn’t fit back in, so she had gone ahead and piled the extra soil in a mound (such handy planting material) beside the roses.


    Gina was sure it would be a long time before anyone noticed he was gone, what with his travel all week and his fishing on weekends. His boss sure wasn’t going to call her, or anyone else for that matter, to ask about his missing salesman. The guy had covered too many times in the past when Axel was off with that woman. If anyone ever did come looking, they’d find the boat parked right where he left it on the concrete deck that Axel himself had ordered.


    She went into the shed to retrieve the hidden Cosmo to plant in the boat’s storage compartment. The address label would make a nice piece of incriminating evidence to tie the witch to her husband. Tricia Peller: a person of interest.


    Gina had hidden the magazine on the top of the tool cabinet, and she stretched to fetch it down. Once in her hands, she couldn’t help encircling the address label within the flashlight’s beam for one more look.


    “Tricia Peller,” Gina sneered. And then some bold type at the edge of the illuminated halo caught her eye.


    Gina read, “Christmas Edition: December 2006.”
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    WAYS OF DARKNESS, by E.S. Pladwell


    The ghostly reflection of a flashlight upstairs threw downward its faint illumination toward paneled oak and candelabra in the vast dining-room where Petey Ingalls jiggled nervously on his toes and strained his attention for hostile sounds. Petey was ill at ease. He had been so since he arrived. He had turned a few tricks—mere cottage affairs—but this intrusion into a millionaire’s stately home had a tendency to overawe him.


    Alongside him were two full suitcases. Under his feet was a luxurious rug that made him feel as if treading on sponges. Ahead of him was a broad, polished stairway swinging upward with majestic banisters to a great hallway whence came the faint light. Just behind him was a heavy, carved table, and all about him, unseen but felt, were costly brocades, pictures, silverware, naperies, and laces. The place reeked of luxury and comfort, wondrously arranged and exquisitely novel to Petey. He lived in a back room over a garage.


    A board creaked somewhere up above. Petey felt his spine tingle. The light became brighter and swung downward, illuminating the stairway. It glinted into Petey’s eyes, then rested on the oaken wall behind him and went out. His pal, McClung, was coming down, noiselessly, but with sure tread.


    “Got the stuff?” quavered Petey.


    “Sure,” came McClung’s husky, trembling voice. “Come along!”


    With hands occupied by suitcases they slipped over rugs and hardwood to the front door. The more experienced McClung fingered the lock for a moment, then led the way to the porch, ignoring the open window by which they had gained entrance. They trod past lawn, trees, and hedges toward the road, then walked along the highway to a lane hidden by small trees, where a black automobile awaited them in the darkness. They found it largely by the sense of feel.


    Losing no time, Petey took the wheel and started the machine. That was his part of the job, by agreement. McClung did the heavy work while Petey supplied the transportation and acted as lookout and guardian of the loot. They had functioned perfectly. The robbery was so easy that Petey wondered if some trace of evidence had not been overlooked. It was too good to be true. Petey’s doubting mind started backward, searching for flaws, while he traced every move—the quiet arrival at one in the morning, the hiding of the auto, the entrance through the side window, the gathering of the harvest, and the exit. By all evidence these had been flawless.


    Only one element had been left to chance.


    Some one might have stumbled over the waiting auto and started to investigate. But that had not happened, therefore there was nothing to worry about. The younger man’s spirits began to rise, and he turned his slim, weak-chinned face toward the older man while the car gathered greater momentum.


    “Everything smooth as silk!” he remarked. “It couldn’t be better. Get all you wanted?”


    “Yeh,” grunted the older man. “Watches, bracelets, rings, coin, silver—everything. The place is cleaned!”


    Encouraged, Petey quickened speed. The only task now was to get to San Francisco, and that seemed so easy that mishaps were practically impossible. Nobody should become inquisitive about Petey and McClung. Their machine was of a fairly reputable make. Petey and McClung seemed like ordinary, well-dressed, well-spoken young men hastening to home and bed, perhaps after a late dance.


    They had no prison records. They had not acquired the thieves’ jargon or the language of the hobo. They were merely young clerks who had decided to enter on a sideline. McClung was more proficient at this business because he had been at it longer. He was rather slow-witted, perhaps, but he was careful—infinitely careful. He had planned this visit for weeks, learning of the comings and goings of those in the house until he had picked exactly the right night. Even then he would not start, unless assured of utter darkness. This had been perfect. Even the stars could not see them. The coastal fog enveloped them as in a shroud.


    “There’s probably five or six thousand in them suitcases,” announced McClung, not without triumph. “Maybe ten thousand—twenty thousand.”


    “That means at least three thousand each,” said Petey. “Mm!” He thought of certain cafes and unconsciously speeded faster toward them.


    “Hey!” rasped McClung suddenly. “Cut that out!”


    Petey turned questioningly.


    “Slow down!” snarled McClung, “Want to be pinched for speedin’ just now?”


    Petey’s nervous hand reached for the controls. “You’re right!” he grunted, pulling the car into a more sedate pace.


    “Gosh! That would be fine—not!” He found himself nervous and gulping at the thought.


    In silence they passed through Mountain View, Palo Alto, and Redwood City, while the machine purred along the great highway made smooth by the combined wealth of several rich counties. The car neared Belmont. Half the journey was done. Once or twice the travelers had passed automobiles, but these were few and far between. The hour was now two-thirty in the morning.


    McClung glanced backward. Later he did it again. Then again. Gradually Petey noticed that the other was looking rearward steadily.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Petey irritably.


    “Why don’t that fellow pass us?” exclaimed McClung irritably. “He’s been hanging on for two miles!”


    Petey craned his neck. Behind them the vague black outline of a big and expensive car was rolling along less than a hundred feet away like a silent, mysterious shadow, without headlights or sign of human occupancy except for that steady, guided roll along the road. It kept its distance like a soldier on parade. In a short time it seemed to Petey’s strained imagination like some grim Nemesis trailing along on their heels.


    “Slow down!” mumbled McClung. “Give ’em a chance to pass. Maybe they’re not after us anyhow.”


    Petey’s impulse was for speed, but he obeyed. The machine took the pace of a snail. It lingered and loitered and loafed. And yet, when Petey turned back impatiently at length, the dark follower was just a hundred feet behind them.


    Petey stepped on the accelerator. The auto leaped forward. It sizzled along the road like a comet, ignoring the danger of possible speed patrolmen. The machine roared and swayed and rocked. House, fences, and poles seemed to melt past in one dark blur. A little town whizzed by. They came to the open country again. Then Petey looked back.


    The big, silent machine was just a hundred feet behind them.


    “They’re after us!” groaned McClung. “They’re trailin’ us into the city! Tryin’ to sneak along behind us in the dark! Thought we couldn’t see ’em!”


    “Maybe they got to the house just as we left!” chattered Petey. “Gee! What shall we do now?”


    McClung’s left hand was clutching Petey’s arm. A thrill of apprehension seemed to circulate through both of them. McClung’s right hand moved and his body changed position. The faint glint of a pistol-barrel showed in his right hand.


    “No—nix!” quavered Petey. “Nix—nix!”


    “We can’t get away any other way!” grunted McClung savagely. “I ain’t goin’ to get stuck behind bars!”


    “Nix—lay off!” protested Petey vehemently. “That won’t do no good. Let’s take a side road. Maybe we can shake ’em!”


    “Shake ’em?” snarled McClung. “In this old bus? Why, that big gazump’ll climb all over us on a rough road! Lemme alone! I’ll shoot—see? Maybe it’ll hold ’em back some. Then we’ll get ahead and sneak down the side road. See?”


    Petey had nothing more to say. His brain was frozen. Thoughts of prison made him shudder, yet the thought of taking this way to avoid prison made him shudder still more. The enterprise had gone beyond his capabilities. He felt himself in the hands of fate, and resigned himself, wishing he were back in that safe and comfortable room over the garage.


    There was a blinding flash and a roar to Petey’s right. The pistol spat flame rearward. Petey gulped and put on more speed and looked back. The big machine behind them applied brakes so desperately that the skirl of them could be heard above the roar of Petey’s motor and the wind. The follower seemed to evaporate into the fog with one banshee shriek of brakes.


    “Hey!” yelled a sudden sharp voice to Petey’s left. “What’s the idea?”


    A motorcycle was roaring alongside, and on it was a semiuniformed man wearing an official star! That shot had caused his appearance!


    McClung turned. Petey could not see his face, but knew it was livid with anger and desperation. McClung’s right arm swung to the left. The scared Petey grasped his wrist madly and clutched it tight. McClung’s savage left fist tried to strike at him. Petey let go the wheel and grappled. The car swayed and swerved. Both men were cold with terror and utterly rattled. McClung’s right hand twitched. The pistol roared again, and blew a piece off the top of their car.


    A heavy and masterful hand slipped between them. The servant of the law was on the running-board, wrenching the pistol from McClung’s hand. Alongside the machine another motorcycle was coming up. McClung swore sinfully. The uniformed person produced a pistol and jammed the muzzle behind McClung’s ear. Petey slowed down, halted, sighed, and put up his hands.


    “What’s the idea of this Buffalo Bill stunt on the road?” demanded the patrolman. “Who are you, anyhow?”


    McClung just gurgled. Petey, quicker with his wits, jerked a thumb backward. “A fellow kept followin’ us,” he complained. “Had no lights or nothin’. We thought he was a robber or somethin’.”


    “Yeh!” snapped the patrolman. “He’s halted right behind you. I suppose that’s why this feller took a shot at me. Hey?”


    Petey had nothing more to say. Neither had McClung. The other patrolman came up, and the lights of his machine played on two persons he had routed out of the second auto—a stylish youth in Norfolk clothes and checked cap, and a tall girl whose features were concealed by a big hat and a great coat.


    “I got these two out of the big machine behind.” reported the second patrolman to the first.


    “Never mind them!” snorted the latter. “Let’s get these two birds out of this machine while we look through it. There’s something fishy here. Hey, you fellers—climb out!”


    Petey and McClung obeyed sullenly while the patrolman pocketed the latter’s pistol and herded the suspects in front of the headlights. The other officer explored the tonneau of the car, his hands touching several suitcases. He brought one up to the forward light and opened it. The illumination glinted on diamonds, sapphires, rabies, brooches, watches, and rings heaped together in a glittering pile.


    “Wow!” exclaimed the patrolman, his eyes opening. “So that’s the game, hey? Where’d you birds get these?”


    Petey and McClung remained stubbornly silent. The patrolman gave them a grim nod. “I thought so!” he announced. “Robbery. We’ll find pretty soon where the stuff came from, all right. When the folks in that house find themselves robbed—wherever it is—they’ll let out a yell that will whoop through the bay cities. But why did you shoot at the other machine?”


    “I told you!” snarled Petey. “They kept follerin’ us all the time.”


    “You!” demanded the patrolman, pointing at the quivering young man. “What’s the idea of following these people? Where’s your lights? Don’t you know the law about headlights?”


    “Ye-es; certainly,” quavered the youngster. “Only, my lamps burned out, or something, coming up from San Jose, and I didn’t have any others.”


    “I get you,” nodded the experienced patrolman. “Elopers. Hey?”


    The young man, still nervous from being fired at, nodded sulkily.


    “All right—go on,” grinned the patrolman. “After this, don’t ever have bum lamps, on the road or anywhere else. Get me?”


    The youngster gulped and started to comfort the girl, who was beginning to cry. McClung, standing wobegone in front of the headlights, watched them for a long time, and then he gave voice, very slowly. Something was trickling into his brain. The utter futility of life in general, including automobiles, burglary, lights, elopements, and policemen, was striking McClung in a way to plant the seeds for a lifetime of chronic pessimism.


    “Was—was you only followin’ us because you couldn’t see the road?” he demanded of the young man in a strange voice.


    “Certainly. I had no lights, so I let you pace me. That’s all there was to it. Your lamps served for both machines.”


    “Damn!” sobbed McClung, as they led him away with Petey.

  


  
    THUBWAY THAM’S INTHANE MOMENT, by Johnston McCulley


    Detective Craddock stepped nearer the front of the little cigar store on the corner and almost pressed his nose against the window as he glanced inside. There was an expression of bewilderment on the countenance of the detective. His eyes bulged and then narrowed to two tiny slits as if he was considering something highly unusual and wondering just what it might mean. His lower jaw drooped and then came up again with a snap, expressing determination. To “get the goat” of Detective Craddock, who was a terror to those of the underworld, it was necessary only to attempt to “put something over” on him.


    And Detective Craddock was not absolutely certain, of course, but he feared that a certain person was attempting to put something over on him now. And, to make matters worse, that certain person was no less a personage than Thubway Tham.


    Thubway Tham was a clever pickpocket, one of the cleverest in the business, and he worked only in the subway during rush hours. He long ago had earned the name in the underworld of Subway Sam. And because, lisping, he called himself “Thubway Tham,” everybody else did the same.


    Some time since, Detective Craddock had resolved to “get” Thubway Tham. He had been honest enough to inform Tham of his determination, and between detective and dip there was a constant duel in which Craddock continually found himself the loser. Failure only whetted the appetite of the detective to take Thubway Tham in, however.


    And now Detective Craddock looked through the window of the little cigar store, amazed. For Thubway Tham was inside and not purchasing a package of cigarettes or begging for a box of matches. Thubway Tham was behind the counter, waiting on trade.


    Detective Craddock waited until there came a time when no customers were in the little shop, and then entered and stepped up to the counter. He grinned at Thubway Tham, but Tham’s face expressed only the fact that he was a business man.


    “What’s the big idea?” Craddock wanted to know.


    “I fail to grathp you,” Thubway Tham told him.


    “You do, eh? Try again. You grasp me, all right. What’s the big idea of masquerading as an honest working man?”


    “That ith what I am,” Tham replied.


    “Yes?”


    “Yeth! And don’t you come around here pethterin’ me, either. I’ve got an honetht job, and I don’t want to be bothered.”


    “There’s something awfully fishy about this,” Craddock said, “I haven’t much faith in your reformation, Tham.”


    “No?”


    “No! If it’s a new game, Tham, old boy, I’ll land you sooner or later.”


    “There you go! Justht becauthe once I wath thent up the river, you think I am alwayth goin’ to be a crook! You don’t give a man a chance, you copth!”


    “No? Cut out the comedy, Tham. It doesn’t impress me at all.”


    “The only way to impreth you would be with a brick againtht the bean!” Tham told him.


    “Does your employer know you are a crook?”


    “He knoth I wath once in prithon, if that ith what you mean.” Tham said. “He thaid he wath ready to help a man get on the thraight path again.”


    “Very kind of him,” Craddock commented.


    “And if you pethter me, there’ll be a howl! I’m thtraight, and you got to let me alone!”


    Craddock purchased a cigar and stepped aside to light it as another customer entered. He stood back in a corner and watched Tham handle the customer. Presently he got the chance to speak to him once more.


    “Go right ahead, Tham, old boy,” he said. “But don’t forget that I’ll have an eye on you. This thing is a puzzle to me, but I’ll work it out.”


    “I jutht dethided to be thraight,” Tham complainingly told him. “I’m goin’ to be honetht and work for my livin’. Every perthon hath an inthane moment now and then. Maybe thith ith my inthane moment.”


    “There’s sure something crazy about it,” said Craddock.


    The detective left the store, watched from the corner for a time, and then went about his business. He could not hope to catch Thubway Tham picking pockets while he was working behind the counter of a cigar store.


    THAM GRINNED after Craddock had gone down the street and then gave his entire attention to the trade. It was the first day on duty, and he wanted to impress his boss, who would be coming in soon from the wholesale house. It might have been an insane moment, but Thubway Tham was enjoying it hugely, the more so because his actions mystified Detective Craddock.


    He sold a package of cigarettes to an evil-looking youth and changed a five-dollar bill. Ten minutes later his employer, going through the cash register, found the bill and informed Thubway Tham that it was a counterfeit.


    “Thtung!” Thubway Tham said. “I mutht be a thimp! I’ve got to thtand good for it, I thuppothe.”


    “You have,” said his employer.


    “I’ll get thquare with that man, you can bet. I remember his fathe. I’ll get him, all right!”


    Thubway Tham was of a mind that it was a reflection on his cleverness to be stung like that. Were they playing him for an “easy mark” on his first day on the job, he wondered. He had agreed to work for fifteen dollars a week, and here was a third of his week’s wages gone the first two hours on the job.


    Thubway Tham put the counterfeit bill in his vest pocket and went about his business. During the noon hour he found little time to think of anything except selling cigars and tobacco. Then he went to luncheon, and was not pleased to discover that Detective Craddock was watching him closely.


    Thubway Tham had an hour, and luncheon took but fifteen minutes. But he did not spend the other forty-five in the subway, “lifting a leather.” He wandered around the streets, keeping away from subway entrances lest temptation prove too great, and at the appointed time returned to the cigar store and assumed his duties.


    Detective Craddock, disgusted, went to another section of the city and sought to apprehend an evildoer.


    There came a lull in business in the middle of the afternoon, and then it was that a well-dressed young man entered and announced his intention of purchasing a box of cigars that retailed at fifteen dollars the box.


    Thubway Tham showed the goods eagerly, still determined to make an excellent record on his first day. He opened half a dozen boxes, that the prospective customer might select the particular color he desired. The telephone rang.


    Tham hurried back to the instrument, which was at one end of the counter. It was his employer who called, and he gave minute instructions regarding a package of goods that should be wrapped up for a certain customer. Thubway Tham made a note with a pencil on a sheet of paper, hung up the receiver, and turned toward his customer again.


    The customer was gone, and so were two boxes of the cigars, stock worth thirty dollars.


    Thubway Tham gasped at the nerve of it. He realized that the man had had time to mingle in the crowd outside and get away. And the cigars, being of that special brand, would be missed. Unless the money was in the cash register for them, Thubway Tham’s employer would think he had stolen them himself—for Tham remembered that the boss knew his past reputation.


    Thubway Tham sighed and extracted thirty dollars from his own pocket and put the money in the till. He was getting wages of fifteen dollars a week, the first day of work was not done, and it had cost him thirty-five dollars altogether.


    “It doth not pay to try to be honetht,” Tham told himself. “A crook ith the motht honetht perthon in the world. I have been thtung again!”


    He stored up anger against the man who had given him the counterfeit bill, and against the one who had stolen the cigars. Thubway Tham remembered faces well, and he promised to make those two men pay if ever he met them again.


    The evening rush began, and Tham’s, employer returned to aid him with the trade. For two hours Thubway Tham was kept busy continually, and then was told to go and get his dinner. He returned at the end of an hour, again successfully fighting away the temptation of the subway, and his boss went to get the evening meal.


    There entered a man who filled Thubway Tham’s heart with joy—until he remembered that he had turned honest.


    “Ith thith your firtht vithit to New York?” Tham asked as he offered a box of cigars.


    “How did you guess it?” the customer wanted to know.


    “Oh, I jutht guethed it!” Tham replied.


    “I’m here to see the sights.”


    “Yeth? You want to watch out for crookth.”


    Some sense of delicacy prevented Tham telling the visitor to the city that his appearance and manner were a standing invitation to pickpockets.


    “I’ve heard tell about these New York slickers, but they won’t get me, you betcha,” replied the customer.


    “I’ll bet thix thenth,” said Thubway Tham, “that you’ve got your coin in a wallet in your hip pocket.”


    “How’d you know that?” demanded the other suspiciously.


    “A man like you alwayth carrieth coin in a wallet in a hip pocket,” Tham told him. “It ith a thilly thing to do.”


    “Where’s the best place to carry it?”


    “In your inthide vetht pocket,” Tham replied. “And don’t pull it out where everybody can see it. And don’t get drunk.”


    “Free with your advice, young man, ain’t you?” the customer asked. “When I get so I can’t attend to my own affairs, I’ll retire to an old folks’ home.”


    “That tho?”


    “I reckon I’ve carried my wallet in a hip pocket a good many years, and nobody ever stole it yet.”


    “All right,” said Tham. “Far be it from me to thuggetht anything more.”


    The customer was mollified. He announced that he would shake dice with Tham for the cigars. Tham agreed, and they shook. The customer from out of town lost a couple of times, and then grew excited. The gambling fever entered the blood of Thubway Tham, too.


    They continued to shake dice, and the customer from out of town began winning. He won continually and consistently. Thubway Tham didn’t like that—he was getting the house in a bad hole. Almost before he realized it, the customer from out of town had won ten dollars.


    He was going to quit, the customer announced. If it was all the same with Tham, he’d take five dollars cash. Tham agreed, since it was a sub rosa rule in the store to give customers half their winnings in cash if they so desired.


    Tham’s boss came back, and the customer hurried away.


    “The old coot trimmed me for five,” Tham explained, in a manner apologetic.


    “Must have shaken dice like a fiend,” the boss commented.


    “I thought I could rattle ’em, but I couldn’t touch him,” Tham admitted.


    The boss began laughing. “I should think not,” he said. “Look here. He went away in a hurry, and he took our dice and left his own.”


    “Hith own?” Thubway Tham gasped.


    “Loaded, you simp! Look here! Try ’em!”


    Thubway Tham’s face paled.


    “Thimp ith right!” he said.


    He felt in his vest pocket, took out a five-dollar bill, and put it in the cash register. Then he reached for his hat.


    “It’s not quitting time yet, young fellow,” his boss remarked.


    “It ith for me. I have been workin’ here for one day, and it hath coth me’ forty dollarth. A crook ith an honetht man compared to anybody elthe. I am a thimp! I am an eathy mark! I ought to go and thoak my head! A baby could trim me eathy! Thith ith no place for an honetht crook!”


    “Now, see here—”


    “I thaid I wath done, and I am! It cotht too much to work in thith plathe. I’m a thimp! I quit!”


    Without waiting to argue the matter, Thubway Tham hurried down the street, came to Union Square, and darted toward the entrance to the subway.


    A short distance behind, Detective Craddock followed.


    II.


    A train roared into the station, and Thubway Tham got aboard. One glance was enough to tell him that there would be no chance for profit during the present trip. There were less than a dozen persons in the car, and none of them appeared to be very prosperous.


    Craddock boarded the train also, and Thubway Tham knew it, but gave no sign. He left the train at the Grand Central Station, and Craddock did the same.


    “Back to your old tricks, are you?” the detective asked.


    “Ain’t a man got a right to go to a theater after hith day’th work ith done?” Tham demanded.


    “He certainly has, Tham.”


    “Why don’t you thtop petherin’ me? Why don’t you pether thomebody elthe? I’m an honetht man.”


    “I hope so, Tham, but I have my doubts. The leopard cannot change his spots, old boy. Going to take a walk?”


    “If I am, I don’t want you along,” Tham told him.


    He walked briskly up the street, and on a certain corner came to a stop. He bent forward and looked at a group of men near the curb. And he began chuckling.


    He saw the stranger within the city’s gates who had beaten him with loaded dice. And he saw the evil-looking youth who had slipped him the counterfeit bill. Thubway Tham knew at a glance that the evil-appearing youth was a crook, that he had spotted the visitor to the city and was hoping to relieve him of his wealth.


    Tham leaned back against the corner of the building and watched. Detective Craddock observed Tham’s manner and heard his chuckle, and began watching himself. He knew instantly, as did Tham, what the evil-looking youth was going to do. Craddock forgot Tham entirely and gave his attention to the others. Possibly Tham was telling the truth about going straight. And here before Craddock was the situation for a crime. By watching closely, perhaps Craddock could catch the evil-appearing youth red-handed, so to speak, and earn credit. Craddock had not made many arrests lately, and his captain had made some sarcastic remarks about it.


    Craddock stepped back into the shadows and watched closely. So did Tham. After a time the evil-looking youth scientifically removed the wallet from the other’s hip pocket. The next instant Detective Craddock had him by the arm.


    “I’ll just take charge of that wallet, and you too!” Craddock said. “This will cost you a couple of years up the river, my pretty bird!”


    The stranger within the city’s gates roared his anger. He protested when Craddock put the wallet into his own pocket. He made such a fuss about it that Craddock informed him they would all go to the station and arrange matters there. Since the victim was one of them, they’d go in the subway instead of calling the wagon.


    Thubway Tham exulted. One of his enemies had lost a wallet temporarily, and another was in the toils of the law for theft. And there was a chance—


    Thubway Tham remembered the forty dollars his day of honest toil had cost him. He wanted that forty, and he needed it. As Detective Craddock started for the nearest subway entrance with his prisoner and the victim, Thubway Tham followed, shadowing the trio as well as ever detective shadowed a suspect.


    They got into a crowded car, and Tham kept Craddock from seeing him. And then he began working his way forward, in such a manner as not to attract undue attention to himself. Finally he was two feet behind Detective Craddock in the midst of the crowd.


    The proper station was reached, the doors were opened. Detective Craddock started to leave the car with his two men. Thubway Tham stepped up close behind him for an instant—and in that instant his hand dived into Craddock’s pocket and took out the countryman’s wallet. Chuckling, Tham crept back into the crowd—and the train glided on.


    Craddock would find himself in trouble when the station was reached, Tham knew. His evidence against the evil-looking youth would be gone, and by the same token the countryman would demand to be reimbursed for his wallet. Craddock’s only explanation would be that he had had his own pocket picked. He might even remember that Thubway Tham had been near at hand, and suspect him—but suspicion would get him nothing. Craddock would have to get Tham “with the goods on” in order to conquer.


    Tham left the train at the next station, walked rapidly down the street, then turned into an alley. When he thought it was safe, he investigated the wallet.


    There were some newspaper clippings in it, some receipts, but no money.


    “Thtung again!” Tham told himself. “Thith ith a rotten day!”


    He threw the wallet away from him and went through the alley to the next street. He made his way to a certain saloon, sat at a table in the rear, and brooded over his wrongs. It was getting hard for a prominent pickpocket to make a living, he decided. And it didn’t pay to be honest when it cost a man forty dollars a day and his wages were but fifteen a week.


    Tham moped for an hour and then went out upon the streets again. He stood on a corner and contemplated a crowd, wondering whether to risk fortune by picking a pocket there. It was against his principles to work anywhere but in the subway, but he told himself that this was all a part of his insane moment.


    Somebody slapped him on the shoulder.


    “Hey, young fellow!” said a voice in his ear. “Ain’t you the cigar clerk?”


    Thubway Tham whirled around to face the countryman.


    “Hello!” he growled.


    “I want to buy you a good cigar. What you told me was right. But I knew it all along. They don’t fool me, you betcha. I had a wallet in my hip pocket, all right, but there waren’t nothin’ except newspaper clippings in it. And a feller picked my pocket and a detective arrested him. And when we got to the police station, the detective had lost the wallet.”


    “Huh!” Tham said, this not being news to him.


    “I reckon these New York slickers don’t get gay with me! You know what I did, young feller? I raised Cain, I did! I said as how there was a hundred dollars in that wallet, and I demanded that the detective pay me back. He argued some about it and then took me to another room, and we argued some more. Finally he give me fifty, and I called it square. I reckon these New York slickers don’t get the best of me!”


    “You made him pay you fifty?” Tham queried with a gasp.


    “I certainly did—and there wasn’t nothin’ in that there wallet except clippings. He had to let that pickpocket go, too. I’m wise, you betcha. I been carryin’ my real money in my vest pocket all the time, bills folded up.”


    “You’re withe, all right,” Tham said. “Carryin’ it in your vetht pocket all the time, eh?”


    “Sure! And I’ve got that detective’s fifty there with it. If this keeps up, young feller, I’ll have all my expenses paid and go home with a profit.”


    Thubway Tham chuckled until the tears started from his eyes. He’d have to tell Craddock about this some time, he promised himself. It certainly would be rubbing it in so far as Craddock was concerned.


    “You don’t owe me any cigar,” he told the countryman. “That ith a good joke, and I’ll buy you a drink. Come along.”


    He led the way to the nearest resort that had plenty of bright lights. He ordered drinks and paid for them, and whispered to the countryman about the joke, and they had more drinks and laughed aloud at Detective Craddock.


    “I know a better place than this,” Tham said and led the way.


    But it seemed impossible to get a finger into that vest pocket where the countryman kept the currency. It was not that the visitor to the city was on guard, particularly, but luck was against Tham.


    They went along a dark side street, but Tham had no chance to get the money. He tried to get his man intoxicated in another resort, but found that he could not.


    So they drifted about the city for two hours, and finally Thubway Tham began to have hopes.


    The countryman began exhibiting the first signs of intoxication. Tham decided that he’d make the attempt soon now. And then the visitor to the city took the wind out of his sails.


    “You look like an honest young feller,” he said. “And you know all about this town. I can’t enjoy myself while I’m worryin’ about my money. You take it—here—and keep it for me. Give me a bill whenever I ask for it.”


    “Nothin’ doin’,” said Thubway Tham.


    “You take it!” the other commanded, pressing it upon him.


    “All right,” Tham said, in a voice of resignation.


    “You see, I ain’t afraid of you, young feller. I know where you work. If you run off with that money, I’d just go to that cigar store tomorrow and get it, you betcha!”


    “Yeth?” Tham risked.


    Thubway Tham was astounded. Here was a man trusting him with money—the man he had hoped to rob. He glanced at the bills and saw that they totaled more than a hundred dollars, and fifty dollars of it, he supposed, was Craddock’s.


    The situation appealed to Thubway Tham. He knew that he could evade the countryman in some resort that had doors opening onto two streets, but he decided to be honest for the time being.


    “Thith ith thertainly my inthane moment,” he told himself. “I mutht be gettin’ old or thomethin’ like that!”


    He followed the countryman for two hours more. They changed some of the bills, but when midnight came, and the visitor decided that he would return to his hotel and go to bed, there remained something like seventy-five dollars. Thubway Tham handed it back, made the other count it and acknowledge the amount correct, and then parted from his man with a feeling that he had done a worthy action.


    He drifted into one of the saloons they had patronized earlier in the evening, and the proprietor hailed him.


    “You can’t play any game like this on me, Tham,” he said.


    “What ith the matter with you?”


    “You were in here with a friend—fellow who looked like a hick. You bought the drinks and changed a ten. And the ten is a bad one—that’s what’s the matter with me.”


    Tham glanced into the man’s face and knew that he spoke the truth.


    “That wath not my money,” he said. “I’ve been thtung again! And by a hick! Here’s a good ten for it. Great Thcott!”


    Tham had a horrible idea. Were all the bills he had passed counterfeit? Had the visitor to the city played him for an easy mark, got him to pass the money so that, if an arrest came, Tham would be the one arrested?


    And Thubway Tham was known well in all the places where he had changed bills. The proprietors would be quick to complain about it. Crooks themselves, for the most part, they would not have another crook play them.


    With a heavy heart Thubway Tham began making the rounds. It was as he had expected—several men called him to account. Thubway Tham gave good bills and collected the bad ones, and explained how he had been worked. That was the worst of it—he had to explain to square himself; he had to admit that he had been played for an easy mark!


    He handed over all the good money he possessed. In the last place, he could not replace a bad five, but he explained and promised to do so the following day. And then, with rage in his heart, he walked toward Union Square.


    Thubway Tham was deadly angry now. He plunged into the subway, got into a crowded car, “lifted a leather,” and got out at Twenty-eighth street. He walked up to the next station, entered the subway again, lifted another leather, and got out at Times Square. He took out bills and dropped the wallets. Thubway Tham was collecting for the misfortunes of the day.


    It was two o’clock in the morning when he entered the dingy room far downtown, the room that was his home. He investigated and found that the proceeds of the night’s work amounted to more than two hundred dollars.


    “Played for a thucker by a hick!” he exclaimed. “It doth not pay to try to be honetht! Inthane moment ith ethactly right! But it ith a good joke on Craddock!”
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